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Introduction 


i 

The  nineteen  essays  which  come  after  these  introductory 
comments  were  written  by  fifteen  leading  modern  scholars  in 
the  field  of  Jewish  history  and  literature,  each  of  them  eminent 
— and  quite  a number  of  them  universally  acknowledged  as 
preeminent — in  the  specific  area  of  that  field  to  which  he  has, 
or  had,  devoted  himself.  The  learning  embodied  in  these  essays, 
the  learning  behind  the  essays  even  more,  is  itself  extraordi- 
nary; but  these  particular  essays  are  more  than  examples  of 
erudition.  From  the  outset,  many  of  them  were  addressed  to 
an  audience  meant  to  include  more  than  professional  scholars 
and  apprentices  in  scholarship,  though  not  one  of  them  was 
composed  with  an  indifference  to  the  strictest  demands  of 
scholarship,  or  without  real  exertion  to  bring  to  light  what  for 
many  specialists  too  was  still  only  faintly  visible.  Some  of  these 
essays  are  accompanied  by  many  footnotes  and  all  the  char- 
acteristic luggage  of  the  scholar,  some  have  few  notes,  some 
appear  without  documentation  of  any  kind.  Most  are  formal 
compositions,  a few  are  informal  discourses.  But  all  of  them 
are  products  of  years  of  research  or  reflection  cum  study,  by 
masters,  plus  their  attempt  to  reach  out  to  the  enduring  sig- 
nificance of  the  phenomenon  or  event  or  the  literary  texts  or 
institutions  or  period  or  personality  or  speculative  system 
which  they  were  discussing  at  the  moment.  And  all  of  them 
were  written  in  the  twentieth  century. 

There  is  nothing  in  the  pages  that  follow  to  imply  that  the 
authors  of  these  essays  would  approve  of  being  assembled  in 
this  way,  or  that  they  would  endorse  the  views  of  those  in 
whose  close  company  they  are  here  placed.  It  is  safe  to  say, 
however,  that  even  if  they  disagreed,  and  even  when  they  re- 
fused to  accept  one  another’s  deductions,  they  would  respect 
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each  other’s  competence  and  the  seriousness  which  accom- 
panied the  conclusions  arrived  at. 

It  is  not  true  that  scholars  ought  to  have  the  last  word  on 
the  subject,  any  subject,  except  perhaps  purely  technical  ones 
where  what  counts  is  excellence  of  craftsmanship  and  accu- 
racy; and  it  is  a fact,  though  often  a heartbreaking  one,  that 
ignorance  and  misinformation  can  be  and  are  very  dynamic, 
can  set  in  motion  conceptions  and  activities  with  an  over- 
powering momentum.  Who  should  appreciate  this  better  than 
twentieth-century  man?  Nor — to  look  at  the  matter  without 
complete  discouragement — are  misinterpretations  necessarily 
unfruitful,  or,  more  accurately,  disastrous;  more  than  once  it 
has  happened,  and  probably  inside  every  cultural  tradition, 
that  a misunderstanding  or  a misinterpretation  has  paradox- 
ically filled  the  inherited  teachings  and  ideals  with  renewed 
vitality;  so  that,  strange  as  it  may  sound,  we  may  be  forced  in 
the  end  to  concede  that  had  it  not  been  for  the  misconception, 
there  might  almost  have  been  a standstill,  even  the  original 
forces  within  that  culture  might  have  died. 

Misunderstanding  and  misinterpretation  are  well-nigh  in- 
escapable, for  we  must  use  our  own  minds  to  think  the  thoughts 
of  other  and  earlier  minds,  and  only  the  most  fragile,  most 
imperfect  devices  are  available  to  protect  us  from  anachro- 
nism, from  seeing  what  we  want  to  see,  from  confusing  our 
favorite  dogmas  and  self-evident  truths  with  the  dogmas  and 
self-evident  truths  of  others  and  of  previous  generations.  But 
whatever  else  it  may  be,  misinterpretation  cannot  be  an  ideal, 
and  if  consciously  pursued,  deliberately  cultivated,  is  a lie; 
if  it  is  a by-product  of  our  unwillingness  to  explore  conscien- 
tiously, it  is  not  far  from  a lie.  As  for  misinformation  when 
the  information  is  available,  or  ignorance  when  it  need  not 
be  present,  that  seems  to  me  hopeless. 

Perhaps,  then,  I may  put  it  this  way:  These  essays  have  been 
selected  and  assembled  (a)  because  they  are  the  work  of  men 
whose  learning  is  trustworthy  (and  even  when  they  should  not 
have  the  last  word,  their  word  is  indispensable  for  informed 
and  critical  appreciation  of  our  subject);  (b)  because  in  these 
particular  essays  of  theirs,  there  is  articulated  a quest  for 
meaning  relevant  beyond  the  interior  of  the  seminar  session 
or  the  library  cubicle;  (c)  because  these  essays  are  products 
of  men  of  our  own  century,  and  presumably  they  ought  to  be 
intelligible  to  us. 
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ii 

A word  of  explanation.  In  the  title  of  the  volume  and  these 
introductory  remarks  I have  used  the  word  “expression”  as  a 
kind  of  shorthand.  It  is  intended  to  serve  the  purposes  of  what 
is  generally  called  literature — in  that  event,  we  are  discussing 
literary  expression.  However,  at  times  it  is  also  intended  to 
apply  to  decisive  actions  and  institutions  that  a people  (in  this 
instance,  the  Jewish  people)  adopts,  through  which  the  people 
expresses  itself  no  less  than  it  does  by  means  of  its  gifted  in- 
tellectual or  artistic  spokesmen.  For  the  most  part,  it  is  true, 
the  essays  deal  with  aspects  of  literature  (hence  the  direction 
taken  also  by  the  introductory  comments) ; but  not  entirely,  as 
the  reader  will  rapidly  discover.  I do  not  mean  to  confuse  the 
two  types  of  expression,  and  if  in  my  comments  I had  decided 
to  investigate  all  forms  of  expression,  I would  almost  certainly 
divide  the  present  analysis  altogether  differently  and  also  elab- 
orate. But  then,  these  comments  would  take  up  more  space 
than  they  should.  Few  things  are  more  offensive  than  introduc- 
tions that  wear  one  out  before  the  main  address.  That  is  the 
reason  for  the  decision  to  use  the  word  in  the  double  sense, 
and  the  impatience  to  get  done  with  these  remarks  quickly,  so 
that  the  main  studies  can  be  attended  to  promptly. 


iii 

Upon  entering  a synagogue  it  is  customary  to  recite,  “How 
fair  are  thy  tents,  O Jacob,  thy  dwellings,  O Israel!”  The  sen- 
tence is  a biblical  verse  (Numbers  24:5,  not  to  mention  that 
its  idiom  is  reminiscent  of  a Ugaritic  parallelism),  in  fact,  a 
verse  originally  proclaimed  by  a non-Israelite  visionary,  long 
before  there  was  anything  like  a synagogue  in  existence.  The 
Jewish  Prayer  Book  contains  much  more  than  biblical  selec- 
tions, and  the  classic,  traditional  Prayer  Book  includes  even  a 
poetic  composition,  recited  regularly  in  the  Sabbath  eve  service, 
from  as  late  as  the  sixteenth  century:  “Come,  beloved,  to  meet 
the  Bride,/  The  Sabbath  queen,  at  eventide.”  Nor  need  that  cen- 
tury be  regarded  as  the  terminus.  Individual  communities 
have  on  sundry  occasions  recited  prayers  and  petitions  com- 
posed in  their  own  times  and  circumstances,  and  sometimes 
even  these  ad  hoc  compositions  have  enjoyed  a longevity  and 
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dissemination  far  beyond  their  time  being.  No  reader  of  the 
Prayer  Book,  however,  will  fail  to  recognize  immediately  that 
a substantial  amount  of  the  Prayer  Book  is  made  up  of  biblical 
passages,  whole  chapters,  strings  of  chapters,  individual  verses 
rearranged  and  put  together  in  novel  combinations.  And  the 
post-biblical  selections  too  re-echo  biblical  sounds  and  speech. 

This  is  not  accidental.  At  the  root,  and  up  through  the 
branches  and  fruits,  of  all  Jewish  expression,  is  the  persistent 
hum  of  the  Hebrew  Scriptures,  what  is  generally  called  the 
Old  Testament.  As  we  shall  see  shortly,  it  is  an  utterly  gro- 
tesque attempt  to  reduce  Jewish  expression  to  Bible  lessons 
pure  and  simple  (which  no  one  really,  to  my  knowledge,  is 
tempted  to  do)  or  to  invocations  of  so-called  biblical  sentences 
and  doctrine  or  saga  as  the  sole  authority.  Even  the  Karaites 
did  not  succeed  in  that,  and  twentieth-century  Canaanites  are 
strikingly  less  persuasive.  One  may  take  one  step  further  and 
dare  to  say,  that  if  it  had  not  been  for  the  long  and  continuous 
post-biblical  traditions  and  exercises,  no  Bible  would  have  sur- 
vived. Where  is  the  Book  of  Yashar,  where  is  the  Book  of  the 
Wars  of  YHWH,  where  are  the  Chronicles  of  the  Kings  of 
Israel?  They  apparently  contained  material  worthy  of  quota- 
tion, and  it  would  be  the  sterilest  sort  of  literary  criticism  that 
would  propose  that  obviously  no  more  in  these  ancient  sources 
than  has  been  quoted  by  biblical  authors  deserved  to  survive. 
Apparently  also,  however,  no  one  cared  long  enough  to  study 
hard  and  to  explore  and  to  derive  by  implication  from  them. 
There  being  no  post-Book  of  Yashar,  no  Book  of  Yashar  sur- 
vived. The  result  of  all  “Nothing  but  the  Bible”  slogans  is, 
Nothing. 

Having  said  this,  however,  we  must  return  to  the  facts  of 
life:  from  the  pages  of  the  Hebrew  Scriptures,  all  classical 
Jewish  expression  took  constant  nourishment,  and  I am 
tempted  to  add  that  even  revolt  against  classical  Jewish  forms, 
values,  and  commitments  can  often  be  understood  best  only  in 
terms  that  derive  ultimately  and  immediately  (yes,  immediately 
too)  from  the  biblical  heritage.  Biblical  stories  quickly  became 
paradigms  for  conduct  and  self-understanding,  biblical  laws 
became  the  fundamentals  for  subsequent  jurisprudence  and 
legislation,  prophetic  emphases  set  the  basic  vocabulary  for 
ethics  and  eschatology;  biblical  history  furnished  the  outline 
of  a past,  remembrance  of  which  was  to  teach  a permanent 
lesson,  and  biblical  poetry  was  the  mint  from  which  prayer 
would  be  coined;  biblical  speculation  and  protest  would  shock 
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but  would  also  provide  the  courage  to  ask  a few  daring  ques- 
tions of  one’s  own.  Even  for  mystical  flights,  the  Book  had 
adequate  springboards. 

That  exegesis,  therefore,  should  prove  to  be  the  most  prom- 
inent and  recurrent  form  of  Jewish  expression  is  hardly  sur- 
prising. Until  practically  the  last  century,  even  when  there  was 
original  composition  (where  an  author  elects  to  organize  bis 
thoughts  in  an  order  independent  of  the  order  of  the  biblical 
material),  the  bulk  of  Jewish  literature  was  essentially  com- 
mentary; and  commentary — in  the  countless  polychromes  it  is 
capable  of  assuming — is  far  from  a vanishing  form  of  expres- 
sion even  in  our  own  days. 

In  such  sustained  preoccupation  with  the  biblical  material — 
its  words,  images,  commands,  stories,  exhortations,  promises — 
the  Bible  has  received  its  afterlife,  as  two  of  our  authors  put 
it  aptly.  Every  age  poured  its  emotions  and  its  notions  into  the 
biblical  content  and  then  discovered  that  the  word  of  God  was 
contemporary:  it’s  as  though  the  Jew  felt  that  to  express  him- 
self he  had  nothing  better  than  God’s  vocabulary.  Homilist 
and  moralist,  philosopher  and  mystic,  jurist  and  poet  (you’d 
be  amazed  how  frequently  the  two  extremes  united  in  the 
same  person),  all  find  their  proof  texts  in  that  one  Book. 

Perhaps  it  is  true  that,  given  a gifted  commentator,  even  a 
genealogical  list  or  telephone  book  will  release  profound 
mysteries,  and  voices  unheard  by  those  not  attuned  will  sud- 
denly become  audible.  The  fact  is,  however,  that  the  Hebrew 
Bible,  which  also  has  its  roll  calls,  because  it  is  preponderantly 
a statement  of  laws,  a transcript  of  prophetic,  unremitting  in- 
sistence on  moral  behavior,  a promise  of  the  ultimate  Redemp- 
tion, and  a narrative  of  the  very  human  nature  of  its  principal 
personalities — that  is,  because  this  collection  of  inspired  books 
never  loses  sight  of  the  human  factor  in  the  divine  design,  even 
its  cosmological  and  eschatological  interests  turn  in  an  ethical 
direction,  as  one  of  our  authors  once  wrote.  You  might  say 
that  all  the  principal  creations  of  Jewish  literature — Bible, 
Midrash,  Talmud,  Responsa,  Codes,  Piyyut  (Synagogue 
Poetry),  Philosophy,  Kabbala,  Exegesis  of  the  Bible  and  of 
the  post-biblical  classics,  Moralizing  Chronicles  and  Treatises 
— all  the  principal  creations  of  this  literature  (and  remove 
these,  what  is  left  in  the  last  analysis?) , join  in  one  exclama- 
tion: “Here  is  the  design;  it  will  be  carried  out;  Man,  what  do 
you  plan  to  do  about  it?”  Since  the  principal  Book  is  addressed 
to  man,  the  enormous  literature  that  grows  out  of  this  Book 
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continues  this  address;  and  since  the  Jew  is  under  obligation 
to  study  this  address  so  that  his  conduct  will  be  determined  by 
it — “that  ye  may  learn  them,  and  keep,  and  do  them”  (Deu- 
teronomy 5:1) — the  endless,  intimate,  ever  recurring  associa- 
tions with  that  Book  and  its  entourage  have  reinforced  in  the 
Jewish  mind  a conviction  that,  regardless  of  baffling  circum- 
stances, often  in  defiance  even  of  the  contradictory  evidence  of 
the  senses  and  the  statisticians  (but  not  because  it  is  contra- 
dictory!), life  which  is  God’s  creation,  the  course  of  events, 
and  the  redeeming  future  which  was  promised,  are  not  mean- 
ingless or  illusion,  but  meaningful,  certain.  At  a historic 
moment  the  Jew  received  that  message  and  he  is  not  free  to 
repudiate  it  on  second  thought  because  of  its  unpopularity  or 
exacting  demands,  or  fail  to  perpetuate  it.  See  Isaiah  59:21:  a 
verse,  incidentally,  also  taken  over  by  the  Prayer  Book  for 
daily  use. 


iv 

There  are  two  grave  dangers  in  summary  statements  like 
the  one  just  attempted,  and  they  had  best  be  made  explicit. 
First,  from  beginning  to  end  the  statement  is  abstract,  almost 
unearthly,  and  from  it  you  would  hardly  guess  that  there  is 
such  a thing  as  day-to-day  life  with  all  its  anfractuosities,  non- 
reflecting habitual  conduct,  protest,  resentment,  fatigue,  baf- 
flement, amusement,  or  what  else  have  you.  You  might  legiti- 
mately conclude  that  the  Jews  were  rabbis,  “theologians,” 
mystics,  docile  pietists,  and  boasted  even  an  occasional  Job 
who  had  the  audacity  to  ask  out  loud,  “But  is  all  this  true?” 
Nowhere  in  the  summary  would  you  detect  that  in  the  course 
of  three  thousand  years  there  were  heresies  that  shook  Jewish 
society  to  its  foundations;  that  even  when  there  was  assent  to 
what  had  come  to  be  accepted  as  the  legitimate  and  normative, 
there  would  be  lacerating  exchanges  in  the  conflict  over  author- 
ity; that  there  was  such  a thing  as  an  actual  folk,  hoi  polloi, 
some  of  whom  accepted  this  accumulated  and  continually 
mounting  expression  without  really  giving  it  further  thought; 
others  who  squirmed  because  they  were  burdened  with  it;  and 
still  others  who  hated  it  to  the  point  of  revulsion  and  revolt 
That  there  were  artisans  and  bankers,  solid  citizens  and  black- 
guards, deaf-mutes,  crackpots,  and  minors  among  the  Jews 
seems  to  be  forgotten.  Consider,  for  example,  the  radical  ab- 
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normality  inherent  in  an  experience  like  life  in  exile  (the 
Hebrew  word  for  it  is  Galut) : no  more  than  a casual  survey 
of  Jewish  history  is  needed  to  reveal  that  even  acute  conscious- 
ness of  such  a state  of  existence  did  not  preclude  all  kinds  of 
self-accommodation  to  it,  and  one  went  on  living  if  they  let  him 
live:  for  long  periods  not  just  resignedly  but  with  exciting 
literary  productivity.  Focus  on  what  the  intellectual  passion  of 
Jewry  has  spent  on  the  meaning  of  biblical  imperatives,  and 
you  might  almost  never  discover  that  Zealots  fought  a last- 
ditch  stand  against  Roman  legions  with  enviable,  albeit  un- 
successful, strategy;  or  that  the  year  Columbus  discovered 
America  one  of  the  most  creative  centers  of  Jewish  cultural 
and  social  activity  was  completely  brought  to  an  end;  or  that 
large  segments  of  Jewry,  affected  by  the  consequences  of  Euro- 
pean thinking — since  the  eighteenth  century  especially  (but 
there  were  signs  in  the  seventeenth  too) — would  tire  of  all 
this  florid  (perhaps  W.  H.  Auden,  God  bless  him,  would  say 
flosculent)  speech  about  a biblical  heritage,  and  strive  to  put 
their  conceptions  of  Jewishness  in  exclusively  secular  terms; 
or  that  there  was  a catastrophe,  not  just  a geographical  place 
name,  called  Auschwitz;  or  that  the  re-establishment  of  the 
State  of  Israel  has  thrust  a fresh  self-awareness  on  the  Jew, 
so  that  if  he  thinks  at  all  of  the  Jewish  expression  he  is  likely 
to  think  in  ways  he  had  not  contemplated  before  and  with  a 
confidence  in  the  sense  of  continuity  which  is  palpable  and 
not  only  theologically  predicated. 

To  repeat,  the  danger  in  abstract  formulation  is  that  it  dis- 
tracts from  the  intensely  and  essentially  human  factor  in  the 
complex  experience  from  which  expression  grows,  and  admits 
only  grudgingly,  if  at  all,  that  much  still  remains  incompre- 
hensible. What  relationship  is  there,  for  example,  between 
Jewish  assertions  about  reality  and  the  individual  who  will 
have  nothing  of  them  and  yet  is  a Jew  because  the  fate  that 
overtakes  those  committed  to  these  assertions  overtakes  him 
too?  To  what  extent  did  the  traditional  messianic  fever  inflame 
those  Jews  who  insisted  that  their  ideal  vision  demanded  a 
rupture  with  Jewish  identity  and  the  Jewish  past?  And  are  not 
dilemmas  like  these  legitimate  subjects  for  Jewish  literature? 
Can  the  inherited  literature  say  something  instructive  about 
these  and  related  questions?  The  essays  which  follow  do  not, 
I believe,  provide  an  answer  to  these  questions  and  others  like 
them,  or,  at  least,  a satisfactory  answer.  But  they  can  make  us 
think  more  knowledgeably,  possibly  less  facilely,  about  such 
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questions.  Perhaps  they  may  even  intimate  that,  pro  tern  at 
least,  there  aren’t  anywhere  the  resources  to  answer  all  such 
questions.  At  best  there  are  guesses,  “only  hints  and  guesses,/ 
Hints  followed  by  guesses.”  Perhaps  they  will  suggest  what 
new  questions  we  ought  to  direct  to  the  old  sources  and  what 
continuing  Jewish  expression  might  do  well  to  turn  to  for  a 
while. 


v 

The  second  danger:  Even  the  best  of  summary  statements 
tends  to  censor  from  the  record  much  of  the  tension  and  the 
unevenness  of  movement  back  and  forth  that  led  to  the  in- 
herited formulations.  The  result,  even  when  not  entirely  mis- 
leading, is  to  drain  all  vitality  out  of  the  reality.  Some  of  this 
mischief,  I hope,  the  essays  that  follow  will  remove.  For  there 
was  hardly  any  period  when  the  Jew  reflected  on  what  seemed 
the  design  (or  at  times,  the  seeming  designlessness)  governing 
life  without  adopting  an  attitude  or  response  to  a multiplicity 
of  surrounding  influences.  To  understand  the  biblical  content 
more  fully,  we  know  today  that  we  must  refer  to  the  rich 
legacy  from  ancient  Near  Eastern  civilizations.  While  he  lived 
in  the  Hellenistic-Roman  world,  the  Jew  acquired  manners  of 
speaking  and  ideas  and  premonitions,  sometimes  by  direct 
borrowing,  more  often  by  osmosis,  often  too  in  the  very  act 
of  opposition  and  self-protection — which  to  begin  with  were 
novelties  to  him.  Without  the  traditions  of  Greek  philosophy, 
how  could  we  begin  to  understand  Jewish  philosophizing  (or 
Christian  or  Muslim)?  There  are  cherished  forms  of  Jewish 
piety  that  appear  only  after  contact  with  practices  in  non-Jew- 
ish  surroundings:  pagan,  Christian,  Muslim  (is  there  anywhere 
at  any  time  anything  wnsyncretistic  or  tmderivative?) . Mono- 
theism brings  all  its  antiseptic  resources  against  the  pervasive- 
ness of  myth,  and  after  almost  each  victory  finds  that  it  still 
has  myth  to  contend  with — and  undertakes  once  again  to  make 
it  innocuous.  Influences  were  various,  and  the  submission  to 
them  every  bit  as  various:  the  influences  weren’t  always  wel- 
come, they  weren’t  always  rejected;  even  when  there  was  ac- 
ceptance, it  was  not  of  a uniform  kind,  and  the  reverse,  when 
there  was  rejection,  is  also  true;  often  there  was  awareness  of 
the  influence,  perhaps  more  often  there  was  unawareness,  but 
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the  influence  would  be  operative  willy-nilly.  Truth  to  say,  it  is 
easy  enough  to  assert  this  in  general  terms,  but  it  is  the  very 
difficult  task  of  scholarship  in  each  specific  instance  to  estab- 
lish the  clear  presence  or  effect  of  outside  influence,  and  the 
clear  or  likely  absence  of  it.  In  this  sphere,  naivete  or  glibness 
can  only  lead  to  misrepresentation. 

But  whatever  the  degree — and  to  the  extent  that  it  can  be 
demonstrated — there  is  some  interaction,  and  we  owe  it  to  the 
learning  and  rare  discrimination  of  these  scholars  that  the 
specific  Jewish  component  or  the  particular  Jewish  aspect  be- 
comes recognizable  and  intelligible  to  us.  Thus  it  is  instructive 
to  learn,  as  one  of  our  authors  teaches  us,  that  although  Meso- 
potamian legal  systems  and  biblical  law  share  a number  of 
formulae  and  refer  to  a number  of  similar  contingencies,  the 
biblical  postulates  lead  to  a fundamental  difference  in  regard 
to  the  law  of  persons.  Or  again,  another  author  teaches  us  that 
though  like  mystics  everywhere  the  Jewish  ones  have  their 
problems  finding  the  vocabulary  to  express  what  they  too  de- 
clare is  ineffable,  for  the  Jewish  ones,  the  Kabbalists,  language 
(the  Hebrew  language),  the  faculty  of  speech,  is  not  a handi- 
cap but  “a  key  to  the  deepest  secrets  of  the  Creator  and  His 
creation.”  Greek  philosophy  had  already  taught  that  the 
human  mind  cannot  comprehend  God,  but  it  was  Philo,  a third 
author  informs  us,  who  introduced  the  “distinction  between 
the  knowability  of  God’s  existence  and  the  unknowability  of 
His  essence.”  Or,  a fourth  example  from  still  one  more  author, 
“The  Jews  were  the  only  people  of  antiquity  who  succeeded 
in  divorcing  prayer  from  sacrifice,  and  so  were  the  first  to 
evolve  the  modes  and  manners  of  public  worship  as  the  world 
knows  them  now.” 

However,  even  when  the  specific  Jewish  component  in  the 
interaction  cannot  be  so  distinctly  identified  and  formulated, 
there  is  Jewish  expression  whenever  the  Jew  strives  to  under- 
stand or  explain  life  in  terms  which  he  appropriates  from  his 
own  tradition.  For  Jewish  experience  is  the  outcome  not  only 
of  interaction  with  what  is  encountered  on  the  outskirts  of 
Jewish  teaching.  There  is  what  I would  like  to  call  a constant 
internal  interplay  within  the  Jewish  expression:  in  the  search 
for  principles  which  will  allow  inherited  laws  to  be  bent  or 
stretched  so  that  all  cohesion  will  not  vanish  from  a scattered 
community,  or  one  that  is  brought  face  to  face  with  unprece- 
dented conditions;  in  the  endowment  of  traditional  practices. 
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sometimes  with  rational  defense  and  sometimes  with  mystical 
reinterpretations  and  potencies;  and  in  exploration  of  ancient 
texts  for  signs  of  the  later  times.  Midrash  is  woven  into  poetry 
and  amalgamates  itself  with  divine  service;  local  custom  dis- 
covers prooftexts  and  imposes  itself  as  the  norm  for  conduct; 
codifiers  juxtapose  authorities  and  hammer  out  a consensus; 
exegetes  respond  to  “the  Holy  Spirit  which  inspires”  them  or 
their  academies,  by  original  interpretations  of  the  classical 
texts;  by  old  speculations  and  exhortations,  new  or  renewed 
enthusiasms  are  stirred  up  which  in  turn  create  a lore  that 
reanimates  the  life  of  legend.  At  times  it  seems,  for  example, 
that  the  huge  compendia — like  the  Yalkut  Shimeoni  or  the 
Yemenite  Midrash  ha-Gadol  or  the  Menorat  ha-Maor  of  Israel 
ibn  Al-Nakawa — were  created  not  merely  by  the  curatorial 
instinct  to  save  what  is  dear,  but  by  the  impulse  to  bring  into 
immediate  and  jostling  association  all  that  had  been  said  on 
biblical  verses  or  on  selected  themes,  so  that  the  interplay  of 
generations  of  teachers  could  be  enacted  right  before  our  eyes: 
so  that  from  this  spectacle  the  attentive  student  would  learn 
how  wide  was  the  horizon  of  a brief  text  or  a single  law.  Or 
another  form  of  interplay:  In  the  union  but  simultaneous  dif- 
ferentiation of  the  literal,  the  traditional,  and  the  haggadic 
interpretations  that  Rashi  adopts  in  his  biblical  commentaries, 
particularly  his  commentary  on  the  Pentateuch,  he  not  only 
exhibits  the  number  of  meanings  a text  may  embrace,  but  in 
a sense  compels  these  different  meanings  to  fructify  each  other. 
Or,  again:  Exegesis  grows  and  grows  until  it  finally  ascends 
up  to  the  compression  and  systematization  of  codifiers,  only 
to  produce  in  turn  a suspicion  of,  discomfort  with  summary, 
apodictic  generalization;  which  in  its  turn  becomes  the  starting 
point  for  renewed  commentary,  for  recapitulation  of  the  search 
for  the  meaning  of  the  primary  sources. 

All  such  expression  affects  not  only  the  inherited  speech 
habits  of  the  people,  but  their  fresh  attempts  to  understand 
the  realities  they  must  contend  with,  or  their  fresh  attempts 
to  define  their  own  identity.  To  the  extent  that  the  vocabulary 
of  the  past  expression  is  put  to  the  service  of  the  experiments 
with  the  new,  and  the  latter  in  turn  listen  carefully  to  the 
voices  which  once  upon  a time  also  resounded  with  anguish 
and  joy,  success  or  failure,  Jewish  expression  escapes  abstrac- 
tion or  becoming  some  bloodless  epithet.  As  for  what  lies 
ahead,  “Pour  aboutir  au  futur,  il  faut  d’abord  passer  par  le 
present.” 
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As  one  of  the  very  distinguished  authors  warns  us,  in  an 
essay  which  cannot  be  included  in  the  present  collection,  after 
the  experiences  of  the  past  century,  particularly  those  of  the 
last  three  to  four  decades,  it  is  impossible  to  say  that  the  Jewish 
people  were  perpetually  dominated  by  this  or  that  single  idea 
from  the  beginnings  to  now.  The  complexity  of  Jewish  reac- 
tion is  itself  one  of  the  most  noteworthy  lessons  to  be  learned 
from  a reading  of  Jewish  literature  or  from  a study  of  the 
different  chapters  of  Jewish  history;  the  essays  in  the  present 
volume  are  themselves  reports — analyses  and  descriptions — 
of  that  complexity.  But  that  very  complexity,  as  I have  tried 
to  suggest,  is  itself  the  outcome  of  oscillating  and  nervous  and 
bewildering  but  constant  relationships  between  primary  biblical 
categories  to  which  the  Jew  was  made  heir,  and  the  variety 
of  patterns  he  seeks  to  create  or  creates  in  order  to  function 
in  the  world  and  to  understand  his  role  in  it — or  whether  he 
has  in  it  any  particular  role  at  all.  It  is  futile  if  not  ridiculous 
to  try  to  understand  the  Jew  as  though  there  had  been  no 
Judaism.  This  is  no  less  true  today  than  it  ever  was;  in  our 
own  day  possibly  the  relationship  between  Judaism  and  the 
Jews  is  even  more  agitating,  more  keenly  felt  (even  resentment 
is  a feeling  of  relationship,  perhaps  even  an  intenser,  though 
pathological  (?],  feeling  of  relationship!)  than  it  was  either  in 
times  when  Jewish  teachings  were  everywhere  assessed  as 
serious  statements,  or  in  times  when  they  were  dismissed  as 
meaningless  rhetoric  from  an  ancient  history,  a bygone  that 
would  not  return.  Nothing  in  the  present  century  suggests  that 
the  Jewish  experience  is  of  parochial  interest  or  that  the  ex- 
pression of  that  experience  is  close  to  exhaustion.  And  I have 
assembled  these  essays  for  rereading — for  rereading  together, 
not  as  independent  units,  though  that  is  what  they  were  in 
composition — because  they  display  brilliantly  the  range  of  the 
historical  Jewish  responses  to  experience,  and  at  the  same 
time  do  two  more  things:  they  explain  expressions  that  might 
otherwise  be  hard  for  a modern  man  to  understand,  and  they 
disclose  many  of  the  currents  in  that  sea  on  which  creative 
Jewish  life  can  still  draw  profitably,  meaningfully. 

Why  I have  selected  just  these  essays,  I said  at  the  outset; 
but  a word  or  two  more  may  be  in  order.  I decided  on  these 
essays  because  I found  myself  rereading  them  several  times,  in 
some  cases  I think  as  many  as  six  or  seven  times.  One  does 
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that,  of  course,  with  many  scholarly  papers,  because  of  the 
new  information  they  supply,  or  because  of  their  particular 
interpretations  which  one  is  eager  to  master.  But  in  addition  to 
the  new  facts  I learned  from  these  essays,  and  in  addition  to 
their  striking  interpretations,  there  was  that  additional  element 
of  tone,  this  searching  for  more  than  the  temporary  or  tran- 
sitory meaning,  which  brought  me  back  to  them.  I was  told 
that  the  volume  had  to  be  of  a certain  size  (I’ve  already  ex- 
ceeded the  bounds  originally  agreed  upon);  therefore  my  final 
test  was  simply  this:  which  essays  affected  me  most  deeply? 
Large  and  important  chapters  of  Jewish  expression  are  in- 
evitably not  represented. 

And  except  for  some  typographical  corrections  or  some 
trivial  modifications  in  a few  footnotes,  with  one  exception, 
and  even  that  hardly  a major  interference,  I have  not  touched 
these  essays  in  any  way.  I have  not  even  desired  to  reduce  their 
different  forms  of  transliteration  to  a uniform  system.  My 
original  intention  was  to  take  nothing  from  full-scale  volumes, 
to  limit  myself  to  what  was  from  the  outset  an  essay  or  brief 
monograph  and  no  more  than  that.  The  three  selections  from 
“books”  finally  meant  too  much  to  me  to  adhere  faithfully  to 
my  first  decision.  And  I have  not  edited  anything  on  the  fol- 
lowing pages,  because  I wanted  to  retain  the  full  flavor  of  the 
scholar’s  statement.  Begin  snipping  here  and  there,  cut  out, 
modify,  interject  explanatory  paraphrases — assuming  even 
that  occasionally  some  improvement  is  made — and  the  original 
spontaneity  is  destroyed,  the  original  angle  of  vision  is  curved 
and  altogether  lost,  or  the  accent  is  changed.  I felt  this  espe- 
cially in  connection  with  the  less  formal  papers. 

The  final  selection  in  this  volume  speaks  for  itself.  It  was 
included  not  because  the  author  is  today  internationally  fa- 
mous, but  because  in  addition  to  being  a great  artist,  he  is  a 
very  learned  man  (as  I said,  this  was  to  be  a collection  of 
statements  by  scholars) , and  by  his  magic  he  has  given  incan- 
descent immediacy  to  a classical  Jewish  value  in  the  classical 
Hebrew  idiom.* 

Agreed-upon  limits  or  not  agreed  upon,  there  is  one  study 
I would  have  loved  to  include  (assuming  that  permission  to 
publish  an  English  translation  of  it  had  been  granted),  and 
that  is  Yerushalayim  ba-Halakah,  Jerusalem  as  reflected  in 
Jewish  Law,  by  S.  Bialoblocki,  published  in  Alei  Ayin,  Jeru- 


* He  died  on  17  February  1970. 
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salem,  5708—5712  (1948-1952).  It  is  not  only  an  extraordi- 
nary scholarly  accomplishment  in  comprehensiveness,  but  a 
hymn  to  the  eternal  city  of  God.  But  I was  utterly  unable  to 
translate  it  adequately,  and  could  find  no  one  who  would  per- 
sist after  his  first  attempts.  Perhaps  this  statement  of  mine  will 
encourage  some  reader  to  undertake  the  assignment  for  the 
benefit  of  those  who  read  only  what  is  in  English. 

Two  essays  I wanted  very  much  to  include  we  could  not  get 
the  permission  to  publish  (in  translation),  as  I partly  intimated 
above,  for  the  publication  rights  had  already  been  given  to  other 
presses.  Still  another  essay  which  I feel  is  very  beautiful  and 
instructive,  the  author  asked  that  I not  republish  because,  since 
his  undergraduate  days  when  he  wrote  it,  he  had  come  to 
modify  his  “way  of  dealing  with”  the  subject  and  some  of  his 
interpretations  of  passages  he  quoted.  I must  respect  his 
wishes;  a genuine  scholar  deserves  no  less. 

I want  to  thank  the  authors  and  their  publishers  for  the  per- 
mission to  reprint  these  selections;  I also  want  to  thank  the 
members  of  my  Davenport  seminar  for  bothering  me  for  addi- 
tional readings.  I am  happy  to  record  my  gratitude  to  my  edi- 
tor, Marc  Jaffe,  for  his  patience  and  uncommon  good  sense 
which  he  allows  me  to  exploit  all  the  time.  I have  also  received 
generous  editorial  help  from  Mrs.  Julie  Thiele  and  I am  very 
grateful  to  her. 

I hope  that  as  a result  of  reading  these  essays  and  selections, 
the  reader  will  be  overcome  by  a curiosity  which  compels  him 
to  locate  and  read  the  books  and  other  studies  these  scholars 
and  their  colleagues  have  produced:  and  thus  acquire  a system- 
atic, or  orderly,  conception  of  the  varieties  of  Jewish  expres- 
sion. And  having  advanced  that  far,  why  not  continue  on  to 
the  primary  sources  themselves? 


Judah  Goldin 
Davenport  College 
Yale  University 
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A Postscript  to  the  Introduction 


It  is  almost  a decade  since  the  essays  in  this  volume  were  as- 
sembled as  supplementary  readings  for  ten  members  of  an  under- 
graduate seminar  in  the  study  of  selected  Jewish  primary  texts, 
from  the  biblical  book  of  Ruth  to  Agnon’s  In  the  Heart  of  the 
Seas.  The  texts  had  to  be  read  in  translation  for  the  students  knew 
no  Hebrew.  Since  discussion  under  such  conditions  can  easily 
get  out  of  hand,  and  it  did  more  than  once — for  translation  hides 
difficulties  and  problems  from  sight  rather  than  highlights  them — 
it  was  essential  to  supply  “discussions”  by  leading  craftsmen,  as 
demonstration  of  responsible  interpretation.  For  elementary 
background  information,  encyclopedia  articles  or  available  text- 
books were  sufficient.  What  we  needed  was  not  more  of  these, 
but  expression  of  the  larger  discourse  to  which  the  individual 
primary  sources  belonged. 

Scholars  themselves  become  secondary  sources  but  their  busi- 
ness above  all  is  with  primary  ones.  The  essays  chosen  were  meant 
to  be  an  example  of  thought  growing  out  of  a profound  respect 
for  original  data. 

Nothing  “canonical”  was  ever  intended  by  this  selection,  and 
doubtless  on  some  future  occasion  some  of  these  essays  will  be 
replaced  by  others.  In  the  present  edition,  in  fact,  one  essay  had 
to  be  omitted  because  its  author  wanted  it  for  a book  of  his  own 
and  another  has  been  reproduced  in  its  expanded  form.  But 
what  was  said  in  the  original  introduction  still  represents  the  aim 
of  the  present  collection. 

It  was  for  ten  students  of  Davenport  College  (Yale)  that  these 
essays  were  first  assembled,  a purely  private  and  at  first  tentative 
affair.  When  they  became  a book,  it  was  speedily  adopted  in 
many  universities  as  a textbook  for  courses  in  Jewish  history  and 
literature  and  philosophy.  The  present  edition  is  the  result  of 
renewed  requests  for  it.  I hope  this  brings  pleasure  to  my  former 
students.  If  not  for  them  ....  But  the  present  edition  also  owes 
much  to  the  sound  counsel  and  help  of  Jane  Isay  and  Neal 
Kozodoy. 


March  1 976 
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The  Biblical  Idea  of  History  in  Its 
Common  Near  Eastern  Setting  * 

by  E.  A.  Speiser 


Among  the  many  celebrated  documents  from  Mari,  there  is 
a letter  containing  this  invaluable  observation:  “No  king  is 
powerful  on  his  own.  Ten  or  fifteen  kings  follow  Hammurabi 
of  Babylon.  A like  number  may  follow  Rim-Sin  of  Larsa,  Ibal- 
piel  of  Eshnunna,  or  Amutpiel  of  Qatanum.  There  are  perhaps 
twenty  who  follow  Yarimlin  of  Yamhad.”  1 This  incidental 
comment,  addressed  by  Itur-Asdu,  governor  of  Nahor,  to  King 
Zimrilim  of  Mari,  is  a sage  bit  of  historical  wisdom.  It  shows  a 
keen  awareness  of  the  composite  sources  of  authority  and  is 
fully  alive  to  the  checks  and  balances  of  international  relations. 
We  have  here,  furthermore,  an  unexpected  attempt  to  reach 
out  beyond  the  specific  detail  to  broader  general  principles.  To 
our  surprise  we  find  that  people  of  that  period  were  not  always 
just  so  many  unreflecting  pawns  caught  in  the  web  of  history. 
Some  of  them,  at  any  rate,  could  stand  back  and  appraise  im- 
personally the  historical  process.  But  it  is  the  date  of  the  mes- 
sage that  makes  it  so  remarkable.  The  link  with  the  city  of 
Nahor  in  the  region  of  Harran  and  the  direct  reference  to 
Hammurabi  of  Babylon  point  unmistakably  to  the  Patriarchal 
Age.  In  short,  the  generation  of  Abraham,  even  the  very  dis- 
trict where  his  family  was  settled,  could  not  have  been  stran- 
gers to  the  concept  of  history. 

The  Bible  is  first  and  foremost  a unique  distillation  of  his- 
tory. Now  no  process  of  this  kind  and  magnitude  can  unfold 
in  a vacuum.  The  people  of  the  Bible,  who  were  to  make  his- 

* This  paper  was  read  at  the  Second  World  Congress  of  Jewish  Studies, 
held  in  Jerusalem  in  1957.  From  Israel  Exploration  Journal,  Vol.  VII 
No.  4 (1957),  published  by  The  Israel  Exploration  Society. 
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tory  in  more  ways  than  one,  were  neither  politically  nor  cul- 
turally isolated  from  other  societies.  Like  the  kings  mentioned 
by  the  governor  of  Nahor,  they  did  not  stand  alone.  They 
were  an  integral  part  of  a larger  pattern.  Hence  the  ultimate 
achievement  that  is  the  Bible  cannot  be  properly  understood, 
still  less  appreciated,  except  in  terms  of  the  setting  in  which 
this  work  originated,  and  of  the  initial  values  which  it  went 
on  to  transfigure  and  transcend. 

As  a work  that  bears  on  history,  the  Bible  embodies  a 
variety  of  incidental  detail.  Its  central  issues,  however,  are 
the  larger  questions  of  life  and  destiny.  In  other  words,  the 
Bible  is  not  so  much  a chronicle  of  events  worth  recording, 
or  thought  to  be  worth  recording,  as  an  interpretation  of  sig- 
nificant happenings.  Thus  it  is  essentially  a philosophy  of  his- 
tory. Now  any  historiosophy,  by  definition,  presupposes  an 
advanced  intellectual  and  spiritual  background.  It  requires  the 
backdrop  of  a major  civilization.  The  ancient  Near  East  was 
the  home  of  two  independent  historic  civilizations,  one  of 
which  flourished  in  Mesopotamia  and  the  other  in  Egypt.  Ac- 
cordingly, the  biblical  idea  of  history  has  to  be  viewed  in  the 
context  of  the  native  historiosophies  of  Egypt  and  Mesopo- 
tamia. But  before  this  can  be  done,  it  will  be  necessary  to 
restate  for  purposes  of  ready  reference  the  salient  characteris- 
tics of  these  two  dominant  civilizations  of  the  region. 

All  advanced  societies  must  come  to  grips  with  two  issues 
above  all.  One  is  the  relation  of  the  individual  to  society.  The 
other  is  the  alignment  of  both  individual  and  society  to  nature 
and  the  universe.  The  former  is  reflected  in  law  and  govern- 
ment. The  latter  finds  expression  in  religion.  The  essence  of  a 
given  civilization  will  be  determined  in  the  main  by  its  distinc- 
tive answer  to  these  two  basic  questions.  The  most  pressing 
political  and  economic  problems  of  the  day  are  secondary  and 
ephemeral  in  comparison.2 

The  two  issues  just  mentioned  are,  in  turn,  interdependent. 
Yet  they  are  seldom  in  true  equilibrium.  It  is  this  that  makes 
for  the  immemorial  rivalry  between  church  and  state.  As  we 
go  back  in  time,  moreover,  our  scientific  horizons  shrink 
progressively.  There  may  still  be  a measure  of  truth  in  the 
saying  that  just  as  mythology  is  the  science  of  the  past,  science 
is  the  mythology  of  the  future.  The  fact  remains,  nevertheless, 
that  mythology — or  what  we  would  today  call  mythology — 
had  a vastly  greater  effect  on  ancient  society  than  theology  has 
on  modern  life.  Hence  religion  in  general  was  the  overriding 
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factor  in  the  older  civilizations  and  a powerful  influence  on  law 
and  government.  And  because  the  religious  solution  of  Meso- 
potamia differed  radically  from  that  of  Egypt,  the  two  respec- 
tive societies  were  sharply  at  variance  with  each  other,  far 
more  than  is  commonly  realized. 

The  outstanding  single  feature  of  the  cosmos  of  the  ancient 
Mesopotamians  was  the  tenet  that  no  single  god  is  the  ultimate 
source  of  power  and  authority;  none  is  truly  omnipotent.  All 
the  leading  figures  of  the  Mesopotamian  pantheon  had  them- 
selves been  created.  Final  authority  resided  in  the  community 
of  the  gods  as  a body.  Only  the  assembly  of  the  gods  had  the 
power  to  choose  the  head  of  the  pantheon,  as  in  the  case  of 
Marduk,  or  to  bestow  immortality  on  a human  being,  as  was 
the  case  with  Utnapishtim.  This  restriction  served  as  an  im- 
portant buffer  against  absolutism,  but  it  also  made  for  uncer- 
tainty and  insecurity,  in  heaven  no  less  than  on  earth.  The 
destiny  of  the  universe  had  to  be  decided  afresh  each  year. 
Nothing  was  settled  for  all  time,  nothing  could  be  taken  for 
granted. 

Another  fundamental  tenet  of  the  world-view  of  the  Meso- 
potamians was  that  human  society  was  an  exact  replica  of  the 
society  of  the  gods,  with  the  temple  tower,  or  ziggurat,  con- 
stituting a tangible  link  between  heaven  and  earth.  No  mortal 
ruler,  therefore,  could  lay  claim  to  absolute  authority,  inas- 
much as  that  privilege  was  withheld  even  from  the  highest  god. 
The  authority  of  the  ruler  was  thus  doubly  restricted.  On  the 
one  hand,  his  mandate  stemmed  from  the  gods,  to  whom  he 
was  accountable  for  his  every  action.  And  on  the  other  hand, 
the  king  was  subject  to  the  will  of  the  assembly  of  his  elders, 
just  as  the  head  of  the  pantheon  was  bound  by  the  wishes  of  his 
celestial  assembly. 

These  twin  checks  on  the  power  of  the  mortal  ruler — one 
cosmic  and  the  other  societal — had  a direct  effect  on  the  Meso- 
potamian concept  of  state.  In  these  circumstances,  the  state 
could  evolve  into  nothing  but  a kind  of  democracy.3  For  gov- 
ernment by  assembly  and  the  circumscribed  authority  of  the 
king  could  scarcely  add  up  to  anything  else.  The  main  bene- 
ficiary was  the  individual,  whose  rights  were  protected  by  the 
law — more  specifically  the  cosmic,  unalterable,  and  impersonal 
law  called  kittum ,4  an  approximate  synonym  of  Hebrew 
’emeth.  The  ruler  was  ever  the  humble  servant  of  the  kittum, 
never  its  master.  The  presence  of  writing  was  a further  safe- 
guard against  abuses  or  distortions  on  the  part  of  the  king. 
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Written  compilations  of  laws  are  now  known  to  go  back  to 
the  third  millennium.  The  deeply  entrenched  legal  tradition 
of  the  land  is  reflected,  moreover,  in  the  hundreds  of  thou- 
sands of  documents  about  the  practice  of  law  which  have  been 
dug  up  in  Mesopotamia  proper.  The  law  becomes  a powerful 
magnet  that  draws  other  areas  into  the  orbit  of  the  expanding 
Mesopotamian  civilization — Elam  and  Anatolia,  the  Hurrians 
and  the  Hittites,  Alalakh  and  Ugarit.  In  all  these  instances  the 
Akkadian  language  remains  the  internationally  accepted  legal 
medium  and  goes  on  to  serve  as  a vehicle  for  cultural  fertiliza- 
tion in  other  fields.  This  dynamic  legal  tradition  was  to  be 
reflected  in  part  long  after  the  parent  civilization  had  been 
supplanted,  notably  in  the  very  name  of  the  Babylonian  Tal- 
mud and  in  the  several  legal  schools  of  Islam  which  flourished 
on  Mesopotamian  soil. 

In  the  light  of  all  this,  there  is  no  need  to  refute  the  all  too 
common  assumption  that  Mesopotamia  subscribed  to  the  con- 
cept of  a divine  king.  This  view  is  based  on  superficial  evidence 
lifted  out  of  its  proper  context.  Deification  of  rulers  in  Meso- 
potamia was  never  a consistent,  widespread,  or  thoroughgoing 
practice;  it  was  rather  a sporadic  and  surface  manifestation 
devoid  of  any  lasting  influence.  Hammurabi  was  never  guilty 
of  this  practice,  nor  was  any  of  the  long  line  of  Assyrian  kings, 
even  at  a time  when  their  authority  extended  over  Egypt.  The 
very  idea  of  a divine  ruler  was  incompatible  with  the  funda- 
mental tenets  and  spirit  of  Mesopotamian  civilization.5 

All  in  all,  Mesopotamia’s  solution  of  the  ubiquitous  societal 
problem  proved  to  be  enormously  successful  and  productive. 
The  same  cannot  be  said  of  her  concurrent  religious  solution. 
Since  nothing  in  the  cosmos  was  permanent  and  secure,  there 
could  be  no  values  that  were  truly  enduring.  The  celestial 
regime  was  unpredictable  and  capricious.  The  gods  had  to  be 
forever  propitiated  if  a favourable  decision  was  to  be  obtained 
from  them  at  all.  This  called  for  constant  watchfulness  and 
increasingly  elaborate  ritual.  The  cosmos,  in  short,  lacked  a 
true  basis  for  an  ethical  approach  to  life.  Form  rather  than 
content  promised  the  best  protection  against  the  whims  of 
heaven.  In  terms  of  a philosophy  of  history,  the  past  was  des- 
perately important  to  be  sure,  but  only  as  a check  against  the 
recurrence  of  previous  disasters.  It  was  not  a positive  factor 
in  the  understanding  of  the  present  or  a more  confident  facing 
of  the  future.  In  the  end,  this  emphasis  on  outward  forms  be- 
came a barrier  to  inward  progress.  The  collapse  of  Nineveh 
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and  of  Babylon  was  due  not  so  much  to  the  superiority  of  out- 
side powers  as  to  the  crushing  weight  of  the-intemal  structure.6 
By  that  time,  however,  the  civilization  of  Mesopotamia  had 
long  outgrown  its  earlier  ethnic,  linguistic,  and  political  bound- 
aries. 

The  Egyptian  way  was  in  its  essential  religious  aspects  the 
direct  opposite  of  the  Mesopotamian.  The  cosmos  of  the 
Egyptians  was  the  outcome  of  a single  creative  process.  The 
demiurge  continued  his  absolute  rule  on  earth  through  a king 
in  whom  the  creator  was  perpetually  incarnate.  The  king  was 
thus  himself  a god  whose  world  was  as  stable  as  the  rhythm  of 
the  Nile.  Because  the  land  was  ruled  by  a divine  mediator,  the 
alignment  of  society  with  nature  was  perfect  and  complete.  In 
this  static  cosmos,  unveiled  once  and  for  all  in  serene  splen- 
dour, there  could  be  no  question  about  the  wishes  of  heaven. 
Neither  was  there  any  room  for  the  kind  of  impersonal  law 
that  the  Mesopotamian  had  in  his  kittum.  The  pharaoh  could 
never  be  the  servant  of  any  law;  he  could  be  only  its  source 
and  master.  In  the  words  of  John  A.  Wilson, 

“He,  as  a god,  was  the  state  ...  To  be  sure,  it  was  neces- 
sary for  a new  state  to  have  rules  and  regulations  for  adminis- 
trative procedures  and  precedent,  but  our  negative  evidence 
suggests  that  there  was  no  codification  of  law,  impersonally 
conceived  and  referable  by  magistrates  without  consideration 
of  the  crown.  Rather,  the  customary  law  of  the  land  was  con- 
ceived to  be  the  word  of  the  pharaoh  . . . The  authority  of 
codified  law  would  have  competed  with  the  personal  authority 
of  the  pharaoh.”  7 

How  does  this  particular  blend  of  religion  and  government 
influence  the  Egyptian  idea  of  history?  On  this  point  one  can- 
not do  better  than  quote  a statement  from  the  pen  of  H.  Frank- 
fort: 


“.  . . the  Egyptians  had  very  little  sense  of  history  or  of 
past  and  future.  For  they  conceived  their  world  as  essentially 
static  and  unchanging.  It  had  gone  forth  complete  from  the 
hands  of  the  Creator.  Historical  incidents  were,  consequently, 
no  more  than  superficial  disturbances  of  the  established  order’ 
or  recurring  events  of  never-changing  significance.  The  past 

and  the  future — far  from  being  a matter  of  concern were 

wholly  implicit  in  the  present  ...  the  divinity  of  animals  and 
kings,  the  pyramids,  mummifications — as  well  as  several  other 

and  seemingly  unrelated  features  of  Egyptian  civilization its 

moral  maxims,  the  forms  peculiar  to  poetry  and  prose can 
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all  be  understood  as  a result  of  a basic  conviction  that  only 
the  changeless  is  truly  significant.”  8 

The  deep,  indeed  the  unbridgeable,  chasm  between  the  civi- 
lizations of  Egypt  and  Mesopotamia — the  one  with  its  static 
and  the  other  with  its  dynamic  world-view — should  now  be 
fully  apparent.  The  two  existed  side  by  side  over  a longer 
period  than  the  whole  of  the  present  era.  In  fact,  their  inter- 
relations go  back  to  prehistoric  times.  Material  interchanges 
between  them  were  unavoidable,  and  important  intellectual 
achievements  could  not  escape  diffusion.  Nevertheless,  the 
widely-held  view  of  the  essential  similarity  of  these  two  great 
centres  of  civilization  proves  to  be  a modern  myth.  Socially 
and  spiritually  they  differed  fundamentally.  And  their  disparity 
was  decisive,  since  it  outweighed  their  similarities. 

It  would  thus  seem  that  our  current  practice  of  classifying 
civilizations  according  to  their  material  forms  fails  to  stand  the 
test  of  subsurface  probing.  For  that  matter,  even  our  methods 
of  evaluating  material  remains  may  need  refining  where  such 
products  are  but  the  symptoms  of  underlying  spiritual  condi- 
tions. The  mere  listing  of  outward  differences  may  not  be 
sufficient  to  reflect  adequately  the  inner  contrasts.  Thus  the 
architectural  singularity  of  the  Mesopotamian  ziggurat  as  com- 
pared with  the  Egyptian  pyramid  does  not  begin  to  suggest  the 
depth  of  the  conceptual  break  between  the  two.  The  ziggurat 
embodied  the  aspiration  of  the  Mesopotamians  to  forge  a 
living  bond  between  heaven  and  earth,  between  the  abode  of 
immortals  and  the  world  of  mortals.  The  pyramid,  on  the 
other  hand,  was  a monumental  tribute — impressive  but  jejune 
— to  a dead  king.  The  one  tells  of  hope;  the  other  of  resigna- 
tion. Small  wonder,  then,  that  the  Mesopotamian  way  was  to 
survive,  in  countless  transpositions,  long  after  the  physical 
collapse  of  the  parent  states.  The  Egyptian  way  lacked  any 
comparable  means  of  survival.  Consequently,  Mesopotamia 
has  left  firmer  links  with  the  modern  West,  in  spite  of  the 
intervening  distance  of  space  and  time,  than  she  ever  shared 
with  contemporary  Egypt,  her  partner  in  the  limelight  of  his- 
tory over  a period  of  several  millennia.  And  the  dominant 
factor  in  these  relations  was  the  underlying  concept  of  society 
and  the  place  of  the  individual  in  it.  Egypt  and  Mesopotamia 
were  as  mutually  incompatible  as  totalitarianism  and  democ- 
racy— and  for  precisely  the  same  reasons. 

The  biblical  idea  of  history  must  be  similarly  viewed  against 
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a background  of  ideas  of  the  universe  and  society — of  God, 
man,  and  the  state.  These  ideas,  in  turn,  have  to  be  judged  in 
terms  of  their  general  Near  Eastern  setting,  since  the  world  of 
the  Bible  was  an  integral  part  of  the  ancient  Near  East.  The 
question,  then,  narrows  down  at  the  outset  to  this:  How  does 
the  biblical  ideal  compare  with  the  mutually  contrasted  ways 
of  Egypt  and  Mesopotamia?  For  the  setting  is  automatically 
circumscribed  by  the  two  dominant  civilizations  of  the  region. 
And  when  it  comes  to  substance,  the  Bible  is  both  a primary 
and  a unique  source  on  the  subject  of  the  idea  of  history,  for 
the  book  as  a unit  is  essentially  a work  of  history.  All  the 
other  aspects  of  the  Scriptures  are  subordinated  to  this  central 
theme. 

The  truth  of  this  last  statement  must  surely  be  self-evident. 
The  Pentateuch  deals  with  primeval  history,  the  times  of  the 
patriarchs,  and  the  gradual  incubation  of  national  conscious- 
ness among  a people  unused  to  independence.  There  follow 
accounts  of  the  conquest,  the  settlement,  and  the  monarchies. 
Several  of  the  later  books  concentrate  on  post-Exilic  history. 
But  the  prophetic  books,  too,  are  by  no  means  oblivious  of 
the  historical  process:  they  are  invaluable  commentaries  on 
current  political  and  military  events.  Thus  the  only  portions 
of  the  Bible  that  do  not  address  themselves  to  history  in  one 
way  or  another  are  the  Psalms,  the  three  wisdom  books — 
Proverbs,  Job,  Ecclesiastes — and  the  Song  of  Solomon.  Yet  the 
very  fact  that  these  books  were  included  in  the  canon,  and 
the  further  fact  that  certain  non-historical  matter  was  intro- 
duced into  the  other  books,  should  help  to  remind  us  that  the 
Bible  as  a whole,  although  conceived  as  history,  was  meant 
to  be  history  of  a very  special  kind. 

For  the  Scriptures  were  never  intended  to  be  a mere  chron- 
icle of  events,  a story  of  certain  states,  or  even  the  biography 
of  a nation.  The  reader  who  is  interested  in  such  things  is  told 
time  and  again  where  he  can  find  them:  in  the  book  of  the 
wars  of  the  Lord,9  the  book  of  Jasher,10  the  Chronicles  of  the 
kings  of  Israel,11  the  Chronicles  of  the  Kings  of  Judah.12  The 
aim  of  the  biblical  authors  was  of  a wholly  different  order. 
Their  purpose  was  not  so  much  to  tell  the  story  of  a nation  or 
of  nations,  as  to  give  the  history  of  a society  embarked  on  a 
particular  quest,  the  quest  for  an  enduring  way  of  life,  a way 
of  life  that  had  universal  validity. 

This  inspired  objective  is  implicit  both  in  the  tone  and  in 
the  content  of  the  biblical  narratives;  and  it  was  honoured  and 
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implemented  by  the  successive  compilers — perceptive,  faithful, 
and  anonymous — to  whom  we  owe  the  composition  of  most 
of  the  individual  works,  and  by  the  later  sages  to  whom  we  are 
indebted  for  the  final  canon.  The  story  of  such  a society  can- 
not be  told  in  terms  of  action  and  events  alone.  It  has  to  be 
woven  into  an  intricate  fabric  and  enriched  with  a variety  of 
pertinent  detail:  the  laws  which  provide  the  framework  that 
holds  the  community  together;  the  religious  beliefs  and  prac- 
tices; the  hymns  and  the  secular  poems,  the  songs  gay  and  sad, 
the  homely  maxims,  the  affirmations  and  the  doubts.  This  is 
how  the  non-historical  sections  and  books  came  to  be  included. 
But  at  no  time  did  the  compilers  lose  sight  of  the  basic  truth 
that  what  was  thus  being  put  together  was  the  composite 
record  of  a profound  experience  of  mankind,  perhaps  the 
most  profound  of  all  if  we  are  to  judge  from  the  influence  of 
the  Bible  on  subsequent  generations.  The  Bible,  in  short,  is 
basically  a work  of  history,  and  more  especially  a work  of 
historiosophy.  And  while  the  history  with  which  it  deals  is 
necessarily  limited  in  time  and  space  and  action,  its  ultimate 
significance  is  ageless  and  universal. 

Now  at  what  point  in  the  course  of  the  growth  of  the  Scrip- 
tures did  the  conviction  gain  hold  that  this  was  a subject  matter 
of  extraordinary  importance,  inspired  and  sacred?  The  final 
canon  affirms  this  conviction  for  the  Bible  as  a whole.  The 
emergence  of  the  pentateuchal  canon  carries  back  the  same 
belief,  as  applied  to  a portion  of  the  Bible,  several  centuries 
earlier.  The  reception  accorded  the  book  of  torah  that  was 
recovered  under  Josiah  is  proof  that  the  concept  of  canonicity 
was  already  known  in  pre-Exilic  days.  And  the  references  to 
the  book  of  the  wars  of  the  Lord  and  the  book  of  Jasher  sug- 
gest by  their  implied  distinction  between  special  and  routine 
writings  that  works  of  the  non-secular  kind  were  earlier  still 
and  were  immediately  recognized  as  being  out  of  the  ordinary. 

What  is,  then,  the  earliest  feasible  date  for  the  emergence  of 
a canon — no  doubt  in  oral  form  at  first — which  was  eventually 
to  develop  into  the  Scriptures?  As  yet  we  have  no  sure  means 
of  arriving  at  a definite  and  absolute  answer  to  that  question. 
But  this  much  can  be  asserted  even  now:  the  date  must  be 
earlier  than  is  commonly  supposed.  It  has  to  be  put  ahead  of 
the  earliest  narrative  portions  of  the  Pentateuch,  quite  probably 
before  the  time  of  Moses,  indeed  close  to  the  age  of  the  patri- 
archs. I realize  that  such  an  assertion  is  certain  to  provoke 
objections  from  many  quarters.  It  is  my  duty,  therefore,  to 
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develop  the  theme,  and  to  justify  and  defend  my  position. 
Before  this  is  done,  however,  we  must  turn  once  again  to  the 
subject  of  the  biblical  idea  of  history  as  seen  in  its  general 
Near  Eastern  setting. 

It  is  abundantly  clear  today  that,  of  the  two  major  centres 
of  civilization  in  the  area,  it  was  distant  Mesopotamia  and  not 
neighbouring  Egypt  that  left  the  deeper  cultural  impress  upon 
Israel.  This  was  to  be  expected.  For  in  the  first  place,  the 
patriarchs  had  their  roots  in  the  land  across  the  Euphrates  and 
they  continued  to  maintain  ties  with  their  original  home.  And 
in  the  second  place,  the  Egyptian  way  was  static  and  isolation- 
ist, whereas  the  Mesopotamian  way  was  dynamic  and  expan- 
sive— naturally  suited  to  reach  out  to  other  lands,  Israel  in- 
cluded. 

These  theoretical  premises  are  borne  out  by  concrete  evi- 
dence. The  biblical  concept  of  state  can  be  described  as  “demo- 
cratic” with  at  least  as  much  justice  as  the  Mesopotamian  form 
of  government.  It  is  the  “people”  (i.e.  demos ) of  Israel  who 
have  a decisive  say  as  to  how  and  by  whom  they  are  to  be 
ruled;  it  is  they  who  set  up  their  kings  time  and  again.  The 
leaders  of  Israel  are  invariably  presented  as  mortal  and  fallible. 
Even  a Moses  could  be  guilty  of  faults  all  too  human,  faults 
that  were  to  keep  him  from  setting  foot  in  the  Promised  Land. 
All  this  is  a very  far  cry  from  the  Egyptian  image  of  a divine 
king.  To  be  sure,  an  analogous  belief  in  divine  rulers  is  still 
occasionally  ascribed  to  the  Bible.13  However,  in  our  present 
state  of  considerably  increased  knowledge  of  these  matters, 
such  allegations  amount  to  little  more  than  an  academic 
anachronism,  utterly  irreconcilable  with  attested  biblical  theory 
and  practice. 

The  independent  evidence  of  the  law,  moreover,  serves  to 
emphasize  the  fact  that  in  the  wide  area  of  cultural  corre- 
spondence between  Mesopotamia  and  Israel,  we  are  likely  to 
be  confronted  with  cases  of  actual  kinship  as  opposed  to  mere 
coincidence.  In  both  societies  the  law  was  impersonal  and  su- 
preme; the  king  was  its  servant  and  not  its  source  and  master. 
Furthermore,  the  respective  legal  disciplines  are  closely  linked 
in  spirit  and  in  content,  notwithstanding  numerous  differences 
in  detail.  And  because  many  of  the  features  that  are  common 
to  both  lands  can  now  be  traced  back  to  the  very  beginnings 
of  Mesopotamian  civilization,  Israel  has  to  be  regarded  in  this 
respect  as  the  cultural  descendant  of  Mesopotamia.  Israel  and 
Mesopotamia  were  jointly  separated  from  Egypt  by  a con- 
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ceptual  curtain  that  could  and  did  prove  to  be  more  difficult 
to  penetrate  than  the  most  formidable  physical  barriers. 

Such  then  is  the  general  cultural  background  against  which 
the  biblical  narrative  depicts  the  dawn  of  Israel’s  history  by 
recounting  the  story  of  the  patriarchs.  It  is  a story  told  in  terms 
of  its  leading  characters.  As  such  it  is  an  undisputed  literary 
masterpiece.  But  is  it  history?  Certainly  not  in  the  conventional 
sense  of  the  term.  Yet  it  cannot  be  set  down  as  fancy.  The 
author  14  retells  events  in  his  own  inimitable  way:  he  does  not 
invent  them.  What  is  thus  committed  to  writing  is  tradition,  in 
the  reverent  care  of  a literary  genius.  Where  that  tradition  can 
be  independently  checked,  it  proves  to  be  authentic.  This  much 
has  been  evident  for  some  time  in  respect  of  a number  of  inci- 
dental details.  It  now  turns  out  that  the  main  framework  of  the 
patriarchal  account  has  also  been  accurately  presented. 

The  very  opening  of  that  account  records  God’s  command 
to  Abraham  to  leave  his  birthplace  in  Mesopotamia  and  jour- 
ney to  another  land  on  a spiritual  mission  which  will  be  grad- 
ually disclosed.  There  have  been  those  who  would  dismiss  this 
episode  as  a pious  invention  by  the  author,  or  as  a decorative 
literary  form.  We  now  know,  however,  that  wilful  devices  were 
not  within  the  writer’s  scope— a point  that  will  be  presently 
developed  more  fully.  To  the  narrator,  at  least,  this  particular 
command  was  a genuine  experience  on  the  part  of  Abraham. 
As  such,  it  was  to  be  honoured  by  a long  line  of  later  writers, 
all  of  whom  saw  in  God’s  covenant  with  Abraham  the  very 
cornerstone  of  the  spiritual  history  of  Israel.  Small  wonder, 
therefore,  that  this  covenant  is  made  into  one  of  the  two 
dominant  notes  which  the  Bilbe  uses  as  a recurrent  refrain. 

Now  the  country  that  Abraham  was  thus  bidden  to  leave 
had  achieved,  as  we  indicated  earlier,  enormous  social  gains 
alongside  an  ever-growing  spiritual  deficit.  The  societal  system 
of  Mesopotamia  was  to  spread  in  course  of  time  to  other 
lands,  Israel  included.  But  the  concurrent  spiritual  solution 
lacked  the  same  broad  appeal.  Israel,  for  one,  would  have 
none  of  it.  Can  it,  then,  be  pure  coincidence  that  Abraham’s 
departure  from  his  homeland  is  attributed  by  tradition  to  a 
need  for  a healthier  religious  climate?  The  stated  reasons  for 
this  departure  correspond  so  closely  with  the  facts  of  the  local 
religious  life  as  to  make  fortuitous  agreement  in  this  instance 
highly  improbable.  Were  Abraham,  or  tradition,  or  the  literary 
executor  of  the  patriarchal  traditions  to  have  improvised  an 
excuse  for  the  fateful  journey  to  the  Promised  Land,  none  of 
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them  could  have  dreamed  up  a motive  more  closely  in  con- 
sonance with  the  actual  state  of  affairs. 

Arrival  in  Canaan  brings  the  patriarchs  within  the  orbit  of 
Egypt  and  into  contact  with  the  Egyptian  world-view.  But  if 
the  Mesopotamian  way,  in  spite  of  its  congenial  societal  fea- 
tures, was  to  Israel’s  forefathers  sufficient  grounds  for  • de- 
parture, the  Egyptian  way  could  be  little  short  of  abomination. 
Exposure  to  Egypt  was  bound  to  lead  to  oppression,  spiritually 
as  much  as  socially.  The  exodus  from  Egypt  was  accordingly 
much  more  than  just  a physical  undertaking.  It  was  more  truly 
and  profoundly  an  act  of  liberation  from  intolerable  spiritual 
bondage.  Indeed,  the  Hebrew  verb  employed  in  this  connection 
( NX ' ) means  both  “to  leave”  and  “to  go  free.”  The  term  “exo- 
dus” stresses  unduly  the  less  significant  aspect  of  that  event. 
The  real  emphasis  belongs  instead  to  “liberation,”  and  more 
particularly  to  spiritual  liberation;  for  we  are  told  again  and 
again  that  it  was  God  who  freed  the  Israelites  from  the  bond- 
age of  Egypt  for  the  express  purpose  of  making  them  His  own 
people.15  This  then  is  the  aspect  with  which  the  Bible  is  prin- 
cipally concerned.  Hence  the  remembrance  of  the  Egyptian 
experience  becomes  the  other  dominant  note  in  all  biblical 
history,  a note  that  is  echoed  through  all  the  portions  of  the 
Scriptures  and  made  into  a recurrent  refrain  together  with  the 
covenant  between  God  and  Abraham.  Only  an  indelible  spiri- 
tual experience  could  sink  so  deep  into  the  national  conscious- 
ness. 

Thus  covenant  and  liberation,  the  two  focal  points  of  the 
biblical  idea  of  history,  link  up  unerringly  with  the  two  respec- 
tive centres  of  civilization  which  for  more  than  half  of  all 
recorded  history  set  the  tone  for  the  Near  East  as  a whole. 
The  covenant  adverts  to  Mesopotamia,  the  liberation  to  Egypt. 
Each  reflects  unalterable  opposition  to  the  spiritual  values  at 
which  one  or  the  other  of  the  dominant  civilizations  had  ar- 
rived. All  the  other  aspects  of  biblical  historiosophy — its  evo- 
lution and  its  pioneering  insights,  its  literary  expression  and  the 
characteristics  of  the  various  writers  who  left  us  these  accounts 
— are  secondary  questions  by  comparison.  The  migration  from 
Mesopotamia  and  the  rejection  of  Egypt  are  basic  to  all  that 
is  to  follow;  they  add  up  jointly  to  mankind’s  first  declaration 
of  spiritual  independence,  the  resolute  proclamation  of  a new 
and  different  faith. 

We  come,  lastly,  to  what  is  perhaps  the  keynote  of  this 
essay:  to  what  period  should  we  trace  back  the  idea  that  Abra- 
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ham’s  migration  did  not  entail  a change  in  the  physical  en- 
vironment alone  but  that  it  meant  also,  and  far  more  so,  a 
decisive  turn  in  the  spiritual  orientation  of  mankind?  It  was 
suggested  earlier  in  this  discussion  that  the  emergence  of  this 
idea  may  have  to  be  dated  to  the  age  of  the  patriarchs  them- 
selves— that  is  to  a time  close  to  the  covenant  with  Abraham 
as  recorded  in  the  biblical  narrative.  One  could  reason,  of 
course,  that  since  the  tradition  about  the  covenant  agrees  so 
intimately  with  the  pertinent  internal  conditions  in  Mesopo- 
tamia, its  accepted  dating  should  likewise  be  given  credence. 
But  this  would  be  begging  the  question.  Independent  support 
is  desirable.  Can  such  support  be  adduced? 

We  need  not  look  far  for  an  answer.  Vast  stretches  of  the 
second  millennium  in  the  ancient  Near  East,  hitherto  hidden 
from  view,  have  been  brilliantly  illumined  in  recent  years  by 
the  finds  from  Mari,  Nuzi,  Alalakh,  Boghazkoi,  Ugarit,  and 
elsewhere;  these  have  shed  much  incidental  light  on  the  dawn 
of  biblical  history.  The  separate  episodes  in  the  patriarchal 
account  have  thus  acquired  a new  status  in  terms  of  antiquity 
and  authenticity  of  background.  The  work  and  purpose  of 
the  biblical  narrator  consequently  stand  out  in  bolder  relief. 

Among  the  patriarchal  narratives  which  have  won,  or  de- 
serve to  win,  a new  respect  as  a result  of  the  recent  discoveries, 
there  are  several  of  exceptional  significance  in  that  they  had 
come  to  be  used  for  centuries  as  criteria  of  Israel’s  moral  and 
ethical  principles.  These  include  the  repeated  motif  of  passing 
off  one’s  wife  as  a sister  (Genesis  12:10 — 13:1;  20:1-8;  26:1- 
11);  the  transfer  of  the  blessing  from  Esau  to  Jacob  (Genesis 
27);  and  the  removal  by  Rachel  of  her  father’s  household 
gods  (Genesis  21:19,  30,  32).  Each  of  these  passages  lends 
itself  to  a moralizing  interpretation;  each  has  been  handled 
apologetically  by  followers  and  friends,  and  with  indignation 
or  malicious  delight  by  assorted  ill-wishers.  Yet  all  such  moral 
judgments,  if  indeed  they  were  in  order  in  the  past,  now  prove 
to  be  entirely  out  of  place.  For  the  incidents  in  question  turn 
out  to  reflect  with  startling  accuracy  the  customs  and  usages 
appropriate  to  the  patriarchal  period;  they  were  peculiar  to 
the  societies  with  which  the  patriarchs  maintained  relations, 
and  they  are — above  all — wholly  devoid  of  any  ethical  impli- 
cations whatsoever. 

The  present  context  will  permit  only  brief  comments  on  the 
episodes  just  mentioned  as  they  can  now  be  restored  to  their 
proper  social  setting.  The  sister-wife  motif  emerges  as  a promi- 
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nent  feature  of  the  laws  of  the  Hurrians,16  a people  with  whom 
western  Semites  are  known  to  have  lived  in  close  symbiosis. 
Similar  practices  have  also  been  traced  to  the  Hittites.17  A wife 
who  had  at  the  same  time  the  status,  though  not  necessarily 
the  blood  ties,  of  a sister  happened  to  command  greater  pro- 
tection and  prestige  than  an  ordinary  wife.  In  the  matter  of 
birthright,  the  direct  legal  consequence  was  the  title  to  a 
double  and  preferential  share  in  the  paternal  estate.  Yet  the 
birthright — again  in  Hurrian  society— -did  not  always  go  with 
the  eldest  son.  In  given  circumstances  the  incumbent  could  be 
designated  by  the  father  from  among  the  younger  sons.  The 
primacy  of  such  a position  was  thus  a matter  of  the  father’s 
discretion  rather  than  of  chronological  priority.18  And  finally, 
the  Nuzi  texts  revealed  some  thirty  years  ago  that  transfer  of 
the  father’s  household  gods  was  a prerequisite  in  certain  cases 
where  property  was  to  pass  to  a daughter’s  husband.19 

In  the  light  of  these  discoveries,  all  three  biblical  stories 
assume  a new  and  unsuspected  significance.  The  wife-sister  act 
was  based  on  recognized  northern  practices.  The  bypassing  of 
an  older  son  in  favour  of  a younger  was  in  harmony  with  the 
Hurrian  habit  which  left  such  matters  to  the  discretion  of  the 
father.  And  Rachel’s  removal  of  the  household  gods  has  ample 
basis  in  Nuzi  law:  it  was  to  all  intents  and  purposes  the  act 
of  a resolute  young  woman  who  literally  took  the  law  into 
her  own  hands  as  a precautionary  measure  against  a greedy 
father. 

Why  is  it,  then,  that  the  examples  just  cited,  each  capable 
of  a simple  and  straightforward  explanation,  puzzled  and 
misled  so  many  generations  of  Bible  translators  and  exegetes? 
With  the  help  of  hindsight,  the  answer  becomes  clear  enough. 
The  full  meaning  of  these  episodes  was  hidden  from  Bible 
interpreters  because  it  had  already  been  lost  to  the  narrator 
himself;  otherwise  he  would  surely  have  taken  the  trouble  to 
enlighten  his  readers  just  as  he  did  so  often  elsewhere.  Instead, 
the  traditional  narrative  reflects  puzzlement,  as  in  the  case  of 
Rachel,  or  introduces  speculation,  as  in  the  other  instances. 
That  this  should  be  so  is  not  at  all  surprising.  The  full  sig- 
nificance of  each  episode  depends  on  specific  practices  of  a 
particular  society  remote  in  time  and  space  from  the  imme- 
diate background  of  the  narrator.  Much  of  the  motivation  had 
been  lost  in  transit.  Only  the  bare  details  had  come  down  in- 
tact. 

In  these  circumstances,  why  were  the  narratives  in  question 
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included  at  all?  The  manifest  fact  that  the  narrator  no  longer 
knew  the  explanation,  yet  set  down  the  details — details  which 
prove  to  be  authentic  reflections  of  a forgotten  civilization — 
can  mean  but  one  thing:  his  aim  was  not  to  question  or  to 
reason  why,  but  only  to  record  faithfully  what  tradition  had 
handed  down  to  him.  His  task  was  to  retell,  not  to  originate. 
He  might  lavish  his  genius  on  the  form,  but  not  on  the  sub- 
stance. To  put  it  differently,  the  lives  of  the  patriarchs  had 
already  become  part  of  an  oral  canon  some  time  between  the 
period  that  was  being  depicted  and  the  date  of  their  earliest 
written  presentation. 

Now  canon  implies  sanctity,  and  sanctity  presupposes  that 
extraordinary  importance  is  thus  being  attached  to  the  object 
or  objects  so  venerated.  The  patriarchal  narratives  must  have 
acquired  such  a status  well  before  the  date  of  the  literary  work 
in  which  they  were  incorporated;  otherwise  the  writer  would 
have  felt  free  to  recast  them  in  terms  of  his  own  time  and 
environment.  In  other  words,  the  author  approached  this  par- 
ticular material  as  part  of  the  living  torah.  In  that  context 
torah  was  not  “law” — which  never  is  the  primary  sense  of  this 
term  anyway — nor  yet  teaching  and  instruction  in  general.  In 
its  canonical  sense  torah  stands  for  the  body  of  teachings 
which  collectively  comprise  a design  for  a divinely  ordained 
way  of  life.  Law  enters  into  it  only  indirectly,  in  so  far  as  the 
inner  content  requires  a shell  of  formal  regulations. 

It  is  altogether  appropriate,  therefore,  that  the  narrative 
portions  which  eventually  came  to  be  included  in  the  Penta- 
teuch should  early  have  been  viewed  as  integral  components 
of  the  torah,  and  that  they  should  have  been  so  treated  by 
their  writer.  By  approaching  the  patriarchal  episodes  as  in- 
violable, by  faithfully  reproducing  details  whose  meaning  had 
grown  obscure,  the  narrator  bears  testimony  to  the  prior 
canonical,  or  quasi-canonical  standing  of  such  material.  Patri- 
archal traditions  had  to  be  viewed  with  awe  because  they  re- 
flected and  illuminated  the  divine  plan  for  an  enduring  way 
of  life,  an  ideal  not  envisioned  by  other  societies.  The  seeds 
of  this  concept  had  been  planted  far  away  and  long  ago.  Their 
subsequent  growth  is  but  another  way  of  describing  the  entire 
course  of  biblical  history. 

That  the  basic  concept  had  a capacity  for  growth  is  abun- 
dantly demonstrated  as  we  move  from  milestone  to  milestone, 
from  the  patriarchs  to  the  prophets,  from  the  prophets  to  the 
scribes.  The  record  in  which  the  whole  experience  has  been 
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distilled  is  the  product  of  a thousand  years  and  of  many,  many 
hands.  Its  insights  are  composite  and  cumulative.  It  reflects 
many  variables.  But  through  it  all  there  runs  a single  central 
theme,  the  theme  of  a quest  for  a life  worth  living  and,  if  need 
be,  worth  dying  for.  And  basic  to  this  theme  is  a single  con- 
stant which  embodies  Israel’s  own  solution  of  the  problem  of 
the  relation  of  society  to  the  cosmos.  This  solution  proceeds 
from  the  affirmation  that  a sole  and  omnipotent  master  is  re- 
sponsible for  all  creation.  But  his  ways  are  just  and  purposeful. 
Man’s  destiny  is  not  foredoomed  or  preordained,  for  it  is 
affected  largely  by  man’s  own  conduct  and  by  his  readiness  to 
embrace  the  eternally  valid  teachings  of  God’s  torah.  By  thus 
being  granted  a share  in  influencing  its  own  destiny,  by  being 
liberated  from  the  whims  of  capricious  and  unpredictable 
cosmic  powers,  and  by  being  freed  from  the  authority  of  mor- 
tal rulers  with  divine  pretensions,  mankind  was  launched  on  a 
new  course  of  responsibility,  dignity  and  hope. 

Once  glimpsed  and  embraced,  this  ideal  could  prove  to  be 
enormously  productive  and  capable  of  infinite  enrichment.  It 
was  so  in  the  historic  career  of  Israel.  In  its  simplest  form  it 
was  certainly  not  beyond  the  reach  of  the  sophisticated  society 
of  which  the  patriarchs  were  a part.  Yet  the  available  records 
would  seem  to  suggest  that  Abraham  alone  had  the  vision  and 
the  determination  to  make  this  ideal  his  goal.  Such  at  least  is 
the  meaning  of  God’s  covenant  with  Abraham  in  the  light  of 
the  cultural  history  of  his  age.20  As  an  earlier  generation  used 
to  say  of  Moses — if  Abraham  did  not  exist  in  reality  he  would 
have  to  be  reconstructed  in  theory.  This  might  appear  to  over- 
simplify the  whole  issue.  Yet  the  most  intricate  problems  can 
often  be  reduced  to  deceptively  simple  fundamentals. 

Thus  the  covenant  with  Abraham  is  the  biblical  answer  to 
the  religious  solution  evolved  by  the  civilization  of  Mesopo- 
tamia, a civilization  with  which  the  biblical  way  was  otherwise 
in  essential  harmony.  But  as  a new  design  for  living,  a new 
faith  of  limitless  scope,  the  ideal  that  the  patriarchs  had  em- 
braced was  destined  to  be  put  to  its  severest  test  in  the  other 
major  centre  of  Near  Eastern  and  ancient-world  civilization. 
The  Bible  proclaims  and  the  results  confirm  the  fact  that  the 
patriarchs’  original  ideal  proved  sturdy  enough  to  withstand 
the  temptation  of  the  fleshpots  of  Egypt  and  the  Pharaoh’s 
political  and  military  might.  The  Egyptian  way  was  rejected  as 
a horror  and  an  abomination.  Abraham  and  Moses  became 
the  spiritual  fathers  of  the  biblical  experience,  and  the  cove- 
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nant  and  the  liberation  emerged  as  its  enduring  historic  cor- 
nerstones. 

The  pursuit  of  such  an  ideal,  however,  demands  unflagging 
devotion  and  dedication.  Such  a spirit  of  sacrifice  and  self- 
denial  cannot  long  be  sustained  unless  it  has  become  deeply 
ingrained  in  the  sponsoring  society.  We  thus  come  back  to  our 
earlier  assertion  that  the  canonical  tradition  among  the  people 
of  the  Book  must  be  older  than  the  age  of  the  pentateuchal 
writers,  older  indeed  than  the  time  of  Moses  himself.  The  fore- 
going discussion  has  advanced  the  argument  that  certain  sig- 
nificant elements  in  that  tradition  have  to  be  traced  back  to 
the  period  of  the  patriarchs.  If  this  were  not  so,  the  patriarchal 
narratives  could  not  have  been  recorded  with  such  startling 
accuracy,  although  the  writers  lacked  full  knowledge  of  their 
social  implications.  If  this  were  not  so,  the  tradition  of  God’s 
covenant  with  Abraham  would  not  have  been  one  of  the  two 
principal  refrains  in  all  the  Scriptures.  And  if  this  were  not 
so,  the  historic  experience  of  Israel  could  not  have  become  a 
decisive  experience  of  mankind.  Indeed,  if  it  were  otherwise, 
there  could  never  have  been  the  unique  phenomenon  of  Israel. 
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Some  Postulates  of  Biblical 
Criminal  Law  * 

by  Moshe  Greenberg 


Among  the  chief  merits  of  Professor  Kaufmann’s  work  must 
be  counted  the  tremendous  impetus  it  has  given  to  the  study 
of  the  postulates  of  biblical  thought.  The  debt  that  the  present 
paper  owes  to  this  stimulus  and  to  the  lines  of  investigation 
laid  down  by  Professor  Kaufmann  is  patent;  it  is  a privilege  to 
have  the  occasion  to  offer  it  to  him  in  grateful  tribute. 


i 

The  study  of  biblical  law  has  been  a stepchild  of  the  his- 
torical-critical approach  to  the  Bible.  While  the  law  had  been 
a major  preoccupation  of  ancient  and  medieval  scholars,  in 
modern  times  it  has  largely  been  replaced  by,  or  made  to 
serve,  other  interests.  No  longer  studied  for  itself,  it  is  now 
investigated  for  the  reflexes  it  harbors  of  stages  in  Israel’s  social 
development,  or  it  is  analyzed  by  literary-historical  criticism 
into  strata,  each  synchronized  with  a given  stage  in  the  evo- 
lution of  Hebrew  religion  and  culture.  The  main  interest  is  no 
longer  in  the  law  as  an  autonomous  discipline,  but  in  what  the 
laws  can  yield  the  social  or  religious  historian.  It  is  a remark- 
able fact  that  the  last  comprehensive  juristic  treatment  of 
biblical  law  was  made  over  a century  ago.1 

The  sociological  and  literary-historical  approaches  have,  of 
course,  yielded  permanent  insights,  yet  it  cannot  be  said  that 
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they  have  exhausted  all  the  laws  have  to  tell  about  the  life  and 
thought  of  Israel.  Too  often  they  have  been  characterized  by 
theorizing  which  ignores  the  realities  of  early  law  apd  society 
as  we  know  them  at  first  hand  from  the  written  records  of  the 
ancient  Near  East.  Severities  in  biblical  law  are  alleged  to 
reflect  archaic  notions  that  have  no  echo  in  either  ancient 
civilized,  or  modern  Bedouin  law.  Humane  features  are  de- 
clared the  product  of  urbanization,  though  they  have  no  paral- 
lels in  the  urban  codes  of  Mesopotamia.  Inconsistencies  have 
been  discovered  and  arranged  in  patterns  of  historic  evolution 
where  a proper  discrimination  would  have  revealed  that  the 
laws  in  question  dealt  with  altogether  separate  realms. 

The  corrective  to  these  errors  lies  ready  to  hand.  It  is  that 
considerable  body  of  cuneiform  law — especially  the  law  col- 
lections 2 — which  lends  itself  admirably  to  elucidate  the  mean- 
ing and  background  of  the  biblical  law  corpora.  The  detailed 
studies  of  these  cuneiform  collections,  made  chiefly  by  Euro- 
pean scholars,  furnish  the  student  of  the  Bible  with  models  of 
legal  analysis,  conducted  without  the  prejudgments  which  fre- 
quently mar  discussions  of  biblical  law. 

No  clearer  demonstration  of  the  limits  of  literary-historical 
criticism  can  be  found,  for  example,  than  that  afforded  by  the 
studies  made  upon  the  laws  of  Hammurapi.  Inconsistencies  no 
less  glaring  than  those  which  serve  as  the  basis  of  analyzing 
strata  in  the  Bible  are  found  in  this  greatest  corpus  of  Meso- 
potamian law.  In  this  case,  however,  we  know  when,  where, 
and  by  whom  the  laws  were  promulgated.  We  know,  as  we  do 
not  in  the  case  of  the  Bible,  that  the  code  as  we  now  have  it 
was  published  as  a whole,  and  intended — at  the  very  least — as 
a statement  of  guiding  legal  principles  for  the  realm  of  the  king. 
When  like  discrepancies  were  pointed  out  in  biblical  laws  it 
had  been  possible  to  defend  stopping  short  with  a literary- 
historical  analysis  by  arguing  that  the  discrepancies  and  in- 
consistencies of  the  present  text  were  not  found  in  the  original 
documents  that  went  into  it.  Attempts  to  interpret  the  biblical 
laws  as  a coherent  whole  were  regarded  as  naive  and  un- 
scholarly.  It  was  not  possible  to  argue  this  way  in  the  case  of 
Hammurapi’s  laws.  The  discrepancies  were  there  from  the 
beginning,  and  though,  to  be  sure,  they  may  well  have  orig- 
inated in  earlier  collections,  the  fact  remained  that  there  they 
were,  incorporated  side  by  side  in  one  law. 

Two  attitudes  have  been  taken  toward  this  problem  in  the 
code  of  Hammurapi.  One,  represented  best  by  Paul  Koschaker, 
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is  historical-critical.  It  aims  at  reconstructing  the  original  laws 
which  have  gone  into  the  present  text  and  have  caused  the 
discrepancy;  having  attained  this  aim,  its  work  is  done.  The 
other,  represented  by  Sir  John  Miles,  is  that  of  the  commen- 
tator, whose  purpose  is  to  attempt  “to  imagine  how  this  section 
as  it  stands  can  have  been  interpreted  by  a Babylonian  court.”  3 
The  commentator  is  compelled  in  the  interest  of  coherence  to 
look  for  distinctions  of  a finer  degree  than  those  made  by  the 
literary  historian.  Such  distinctions  are  not  merely  the  recourse 
of  a modern  harmonist  to  escape  the  contradictions  of  the  text; 
they  are,  it  would  seem,  necessary  for  understanding  how  an 
ancient  jurist,  how  the  draftsman  himself,  understood  the  law.4 
It  must  be  assumed  that  the  laws  of  Hammurapi  were  intended 
as  a consistent  guide  to  judges,  and  had  to  be  interpreted  as 
they  stand  in  as  consistent  a manner  as  possible. 

The  realization  that  careful  discrimination  between  appar- 
ently contradictory  laws  is  needed  for  this  most  carefully 
drafted  ancient  law  corpus  is  highly  pertinent  for  an  under- 
standing of  biblical  law.  The  literary-historical  aim  leads  all 
too  readily  to  a disregard  of  distinctions  in  favor  of  establish- 
ing a pattern  of  development.  Only  by  endeavoring  to  interpret 
the  laws  as  they  now  stand  does  one  guard  himself  against 
excessive  zeal  in  finding  discrepancies  which  involve  totally 
different  subjects  rather  than  a historical  development.  Adopt- 
ing the  method  of  the  commentator,  then,  we  are  thrown  back 
much  more  directly  upon  the  laws  themselves.  Recourse  to 
literary-critical  surgery  is  resisted  until  all  efforts  at  making 
distinctions  have  failed. 

Another  virtue  of  the  commentator  is  his  insistence  on  un- 
derstanding a given  body  of  law  in  its  own  terms  before  leap- 
ing into  comparisons  with  other  law  systems.  To  do  so, 
however,  means  to  go  beyond  the  individual  rules;  for  it  is  not 
possible  to  comprehend  the  law  of  any  culture  without  an 
awareness  of  its  key  concepts,  its  value  judgments.5  Yet  much 
of  the  comparative  work  done  in  Israelite-Near  Eastern  law 
has  been  content  with  comparing  individual  laws  rather  than 
law  systems  or  law  ideologies.  But  until  the  values  that  the 
law  embodies  are  understood,  it  is  a question  whether  any 
individual  law  can  be  properly  appreciated,  let  alone  profitably 
compared  with  another  in  a foreign  system. 

In  the  sequence  I shall  attempt  to  indicate  some  instances 
of  the  gain  accruing  to  the  study  of  biblical  law  from  the  appli- 
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cation  of  these  two  considerations:  the  insistence,  first,  upon 
proper  discriminations,  and  second,  upon  viewing  the  law  as 
an  expression  of  underlying  postulates  or  values  of  culture.  The 
limitations  of  the  sociological  and  literary-historical  approaches 
will  emerge  from  the  discussion.  My  remarks  are  confined  to 
the  criminal  law,  an  area  which  lends  itself  well  to  compara- 
tive treatment,  and  in  which  the  values  of  a civilization  come 
into  expression  with  unmatched  clarity. 


ii 

Underlying  the  differing  conceptions  of  certain  crimes  in 
biblical  and  cuneiform  law  is  a divergence,  subtle  though  cru- 
cial, in  the  ideas  concerning  the  origin  and  sanction  of  the  law. 

In  Mesopotamia  the  law  was  conceived  of  as  the  embodi- 
ment of  cosmic  truths  ( kinatum , sing,  kittum).  Not  the  origi- 
nator, but  the  divine  CUSTODIAN  of  justice  was  Shamash, 
“the  magistrate  of  gods  and  men,  whose  lot  is  justice  and  to 
whom  truths  have  been  granted  for  dispensation.”  6 The  Meso- 
potamian king  was  called  by  the  gods  to  establish  justice  in  his 
realm;  to  enable  him  to  do  so  Shamash  inspired  him  with 
“truths.”  7 In  theory,  then,  the  final  source  of  the  law,  the  ideal 
with  which  the  law  had  to  conform  was  above  the  gods  as  well 
as  men;  in  this  sense  “the  Mesopotamian  king  . . . was  not 
the  source  of  the  law  but  only  its  agent.”  8 

However,  the  actual  authorship  of  the  laws,  the  embodying 
of  the  cosmic  ideal  in  statutes  of  the  realm,  is  claimed  by  the 
king.  Hammurapi  repeatedly  refers  to  his  laws  as  “my  words 
which  I have  inscribed  on  my  monument”;  they  are  his  “pre- 
cious” or  “choice”  words,  “the  judgment  . . . that  I have 
judged  (and)  the  decisions  . . . which  I have  decided.”9 
This  claim  is  established  by  the  name  inscribed  on  the  stele, 
and  Hammurapi  invokes  curses  upon  the  man  who  should 
presume  to  erase  his  name.10  Similarly  in  the  case  of  the  laws 
of  Lipit-Ishtar:  Lipit-Ishtar  has  been  called  by  the  gods  to 
establish  justice  in  the  land.  The  laws  are  his,  the  stele  on 
which  they  are  inscribed  is  called  by  his  name.  The  epilogue 
curses  him  “who  will  damage  my  handiwork  . . . who  will 
erase  its  inscription,  who  will  write  his  own  name  upon  it.”  11 
While  the  ideal  is  cosmic  and  impersonal,  and  the  gods  mani- 
fest great  concern  for  the  establishment  and  enforcement  of 
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justice,  the  immediate  sanction  of  the  laws  is  by  the  authority 
of  the  king.  Their  formulation  is  his,  and  his  too,  as  we  shall 
presently  see,  is  the  final  decision  as  to  their  applicability. 

In  accord  with  the  royal  origin  of  these  laws  is  their  pur- 
pose? to  establish  justice,”  “that  the  strong  might  not  oppress 
the  weak,”  “to  give  good  government,”  “stable  government,” 
“to  prosper  the  people,”  “abolish  enmity  and  rebellion”  12 — in 
sum,  those  political  benefits  which  the  constitution  of  the 
United  States  epitomizes  in  the  phrases,  “to  establish  justice, 
ensure  domestic  tranquility,  promote  the  general  welfare.” 

In  the  biblical  theory  the  idea  of  the  transcendence  of  the 
law  receives  a more  thoroughgoing  expression.  Here  God  is 
not  merely  the  custodian  of  justice  or  the  dispenser  of  “truth” 
to  man,  he  is  the  fountainhead  of  the  law,  the  law  is  a state- 
ment of  his  will.  The  very  formulation  is  God’s;  frequently 
laws  are  couched  in  the  first  person,  and  they  are  always  re- 
ferred to  as  “words  of  God,”  never  of  man.  Not  only  is  Moses 
denied  any  part  in  the  formulation  of  the  Pentateuchal  laws, 
no  Israelite  king  is  said  to  have  authored  a law  code,  nor  is 
any  king  censured  for  so  doing.12  The  only  legislator  the 
Bible  knows  of  is  God;  the  only  legislation  is  that  mediated  by 
a prophet  (Moses  and  Ezekiel).  This  conception  accounts  for 
the  commingling  in  the  law  corpora  of  religious  and  civil  law, 
and — even  more  distinctively  biblical — of  legal  enactments  and 
moral  exhortations.  The  entire  normative  realm,  whether  in 
law  or  morality,  pertains  to  God  alone.  So  far  as  the  law 
corpora  are  concerned  there  is  no  source  of  norm-fixing  out- 
side of  Him.  Conformably,  the  purpose  of  the  laws  is  stated 
in  somewhat  different  terms  in  the  Bible  than  in  Babylonia. 
To  be  sure,  observance  is  a guarantee  of  well-being  and  pros- 
perity (Exodus  23:20ff.;  Leviticus  26;  Deuteronomy  11:1 3ff., 
etc.),  but  it  is  more:  it  sanctifies  (Exodus  19:5f.;  Leviticus  19) 
and  is  accounted  as  righteousness  (Deuteronomy  6:25).  There 
is  a distinctively  religious  tone  here,  fundamentally  different  in 
quality  from  the  political  benefits  guaranteed  in  the  cuneiform 
law  collections. 

In  the  sphere  of  the  criminal  law,  the  effect  of  this  divine 
authorship  of  all  law  is  to  make  crimes  sins,  a violation  of  the 
will  of  God.  “He  who  acts  wilfully  (against  the  law)  whether 
he  belongs  to  the  native-born  or  the  aliens,  is  reviling  the 
Lord”  (Numbers  15:30).  God  is  directly  involved  as  legislator 
and  sovereign;  the  offense  does  not  flout  a humanly  authored 
safeguard  of  cosmic  truth  but  an  explicit  utterance  of  the  di- 
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vine  will.  The  way  is  thus  prepared  to  regard  offenses  as  abso- 
lute wrongs,  transcending  the  power  of  men  to  pardon  or 
expunge.  This  would  seem  to  underlie  the  refusal  of  biblical 
law  to  admit  of  pardon  or  mitigation  of  punishment  in  certain 
cases  where  cuneiform  law  allows  it.  The  laws  of  adultery  and 
murder  are  cases  in  point.  Among  the  Babylonians,  Assyrians, 
and  Hittitrs  the  procedure  in  the  case  of  adultery  is  basically 
the  same.  It  is  left  to  the  discretion  of  the  husband  to  punish 
his  wife  or  pardon  her.  If  he  punishes  his  wife,  her  paramour 
also  is  punished;  if  he  pardons  her,  the  paramour  goes  free  too. 
The  purpose  of  the  law  is  to  defend  the  right  of  the  husband 
and  provide  him  with  redress  for  the  wrong  done  to  him.  If  the 
husband,  however,  is  willing  to  forego  his  right,  and  chooses 
to  overlook  the  wrong  done  to  him,  there  is  no  need  for  re- 
dress. The  pardon  of  the  husband  wipes  out  the  crime.14 

In  biblical  law  it  is  otherwise:  “If  a man  commits  adultery 
with  the  wife  of  another  man,  both  the  adulterer  and  the  adul- 
teress must  be  put  to  death”  (Leviticus  20:10;  cf.  Deuteron- 
omy 22:22,  23) — in  all  events.  There  is  no  question  of  per- 
mitting the  husband  to  mitigate  or  cancel  the  punishment.  For 
adultery  is  not  merely  a wrong  against  the  husband,  it  is  a sin 
against  God,  an  absolute  wrong.  To  what  extent  this  view  pre- 
vailed may  be  seen  in  a few  extra-legal  passages:  Abimelech  is 
providentially  kept  from  violating  Abraham’s  wife,  Sarah,  and 
thereby  “sinning  against  God” — not  a word  is  said  about 
wronging  Abraham  (Genesis  20:6).  Joseph  repels  the  ad- 
vances of  Potiphar’s  wife  with  the  argument  that  such  a breach 
of  faith  with  his  master  would  be  a “sin  against  God”  (39: 8f. ) . 
The  author  of  the  ascription  of  Psalm  5 1 — “A  psalm  of  David, 
when  Nathan  the  prophet  came  to  him  after  he  had  gone  in  to 
Bath-sheba” — finds  it  no  difficulty  that  verse  4 says,  “Against 
thee  only  have  I sinned.”  To  be  sure  the  law  also  recognizes 
that  adultery  is  a breach  of  faith  with  the  husband  (Numbers 
5:12),  yet  the  offense  as  such  is  absolute,  against  God.  Punish- 
ment is  not  designed  to  redress  an  injured  husband  for  violation 
of  his  rights;  the  offended  party  is  God,  whose  injury  no  man 
can  pardon  or  mitigate. 

The  right  of  pardon  in  capital  cases  which  Near  Eastern  law 
gives  to  the  king  15  is  unknown  to  biblical  law  (the  right  of 
the  king  to  grant  asylum  to  homicides  in  extraordinary  cases 
[cf.  II  Samuel  14]  is  not  the  same).  Here  would  seem  to  be  an- 
other indication  of  the  literalness  with  which  the  doctrine  of 
the  divine  authorship  of  the  law  was  held  in  Israel.  Only  the 
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author  of  the  law  has  the  power  to  waive  it;  in  Mesopotamia 
he  is  the  king,  in  Israel,  no  man. 


iii 

Divergent  underlying  principles  alone  can  account  for  the 
differences  between  Israelite  and  Near  Eastern  laws  of  homi- 
cide. The  unexampled  severity  of  biblical  law  on  the  subject 
has  been  considered  primitive,  archaic,  or  a reflex  of  Bedouin 
vendetta  customs.  But  precisely  the  law  of  homicide  cannot  be 
accounted  for  on  any  such  grounds. 

In  the  earliest  law  collection,  the  Covenant  Code  of  Exodus, 
it  is  laid  down  that  murder  is  punishable  by  death  (Exodus 
21 . 12ff.).  If  homicide  is  committed  by  a beast — a goring  ox 
is  spoken  of — the  beast  must  be  stoned,  and  its  flesh  may  not 
be  eaten.  If  it  was  known  to  be  vicious  and  its  owner  was 
criminally  negligent  in  failing  to  keep  it  in,  the  owner  is  sub- 
ject to  death  as  well  as  the  ox,  though  here  the  law  allows  the 
owner  to  ransom  himself  with  a sum  fixed  by  the  slain  person’s 
family  (vss.  28ff.).  This  is  the  sole  degree  of  culpability  in 
which  the  early  law  allows  a ransom.  It  is  thus  fully  in  accord 
with  a later  law  of  Numbers  (35:31)  which  states,  “You 
shall  not  take  a ransom  for  the  life  of  a murderer  who  is  guilty 
of  death,  but  he  shall  be  surely  put  to  death.”  A ransom  may 
be  accepted  only  for  a homicide  not  committed  personally  and 
with  intent  to  harm.  For  murder,  however,  there  is  only'  the 
death  penalty. 

These  provisions  contrast  sharply  with  the  other  Near  East- 
ern laws  on  homicide.  Outside  of  the  Bible,  there  is  no  parallel 
to  the  absolute  ban  on  composition  between  the  murderer  and 
the  next  of  kin.  All  Near  Eastern  law  recognizes  the  right  of 
the  slain  person’s  family  to  agree  to  accept  a settlement  in  lieu 
of  the  death  of  the  slayer,  Hittite  law  going  so  far  as  to  regu- 
late this  settlement  minutely  in  terms  of  the  number  of  souls 
that  must  be  surrendered  as  compensation.16  Bedouin  law  is 
no  different:  among  the  Bedouin  of  Sinai  murder  is  compen- 
sated for  by  a tariff  reckoned  in  camels  for  any  life  destroyed.17 
The  Qur’an  is  equally  tolerant  of  composition:  “Believers,”  it 
reads  (2:178),  “retaliation  is  decreed  for  you  in  bloodshed: 
a free  man  for  a free  man,  a slave  for  a slave,  and  a female  for 
a female.  He  who  is  pardoned  by  his  aggrieved  brother  shall 
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be  prosecuted  according  to  usage  and  shall  pay  him  a liberal 
fine.” 

In  the  Babylonian  law  of  the  goring  ox,  otherwise  closely 
paralleling  that  of  the  Bible,  no  punishment  is  prescribed  for 
the  ox.18 

On  both  of  these  counts  biblical  law  has  been  regarded  as 
exhibiting  archaic  features.19  To  speak  in  terms  of  legal  lag 
and  progress,  however,  is  to  assume  that  the  biblical  and  non- 
biblical  laws  are  stages  in  a single  line  of  historical  develop- 
ment, a line  in  which  acceptance  of  composition  is  the  stage 
after  strict  talion.  This  is  not  only  incapable  of  being  demon- 
strated, the  actual  history  of  the  biblical  law  of  homicide 
shows  that  it  followed  an  altogether  different  principle  of 
development  from  that  governing  Near  Eastern  law. 

A precise  and  adequate  formulation  of  the  jural  postulate 
underlying  the  biblical  law  of  homicide  is  found  in  Genesis 
9:5f.:  “For  your  lifeblood  I shall  require  a reckoning;  of  every 
beast  shall  I require  it.  . . . Whoever  sheds  the  blood  of  a 
man,  by  man  shall  his  blood  be  shed;  for  in  the  image  of  God 
was  man  made.”  To  be  sure,  this  passage  belongs  to  a stratum 
assigned  to  late  times  by  current  critical  opinion;  however  that 
may  be,  the  operation  of  the  postulate  is  visible  in  the  very 
earliest  laws,  as  will  be  seen  immediately.  The  meaning  of  the 
passage  is  clear  enough:  that  man  was  made  in  the  image  of 
God — the  exact  significance  of  the  words  is  not  necessary  to 
decide  here — is  expressive  of  the  peculiar  and  supreme  worth 
of  man.  Of  all  creatures,  Genesis  1 relates,  he  alone  possesses 
this  attribute,  bringing  him  into  closer  relation  to  God  than  all 
the  rest  and  conferring  upon  him  highest  value.  The  first  prac- 
tical consequence  of  this  supremacy  is  set  forth  in  Genesis 
9:3f.:  man  may  eat  beasts.  The  establishment  of  a value 
hierarchy  of  man  over  beast  means  that  man  may  kill  them — 
for  food  and  sacrifice  only  (cf.  Leviticus  17:4) — but  they 
may  not  kill  him.  A beast  that  kills  a man  destroys  the  image 
of  God  and  must  give  a reckoning  for  it.  Now  this  is  the  law  of 
the  goring  ox  in  Exodus:  it  must  be  stoned  to  death.  The  reli- 
gious evaluation  inherent  in  this  law  is  further  evidenced  by  the 
prohibition  of  eating  the  flesh  of  the  stoned  ox.  The  beast  is 
laden  with  guilt  and  is  therefore  an  object  of  horror.29 

Babylonian  law  on  the  subject  reflects  no  such  theory  as  to 
the  guilt  the  peculiar  value  of  human  life  imposes  on  all  who 
take  it.  Babylonian  law  is  concerned  with  safeguardng  rights 
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in  property  and  making  losses  good.  It  therefore  deals  only 
with  the  liability  of  the  owner  of  the  ox  to  pay  for  damages 
caused  by  his  ox.  The  ox  is  of  no  concern  to  the  law  since  no 
liabilities  attach  to  it.  Indeed,  one  could  reasonably  argue  that 
from  the  viewpoint  of  property  rights  the  biblical  law  is  unjust: 
is  it  not  unduly  hard  on  the  ox  owner  to  destroy  his  ox  for  its 
first  offense?  Ought  he  to  suffer  for  an  accider'  he  could  in  no 
way  have  foreseen  and  for  which  he  therefore  cannot  be  held 
responsible? 

This  view  of  the  uniqueness  and  supremacy  of  human  life 
has  yet  another  consequence.  It  places  life  beyond  the  reach 
of  other  values.  The  idea  that  life  may  be  measured  in  terms 
of  money  or  other  property,  and  a fortiori  the  idea  that  persons 
may  be  evaluated  as  equivalences  of  other  persons,  is  excluded. 
Compensation  of  any  kind  is  ruled  out.  The  guilt  of  the  mur- 
derer is  infinite  because  the  murdered  life  is  invaluable;  the 
kinsmen  of  the  slain  man  are  not  competent  to  say  when  he 
has  been  paid  for.  An  absolute  wrong  has  been  committed,  a 
sin  against  God  which  is  not  subject  to  human  discussion.  The 
effect  of  this  view  is,  to  be  sure,  paradoxical:  because  human 
life  is  invaluable,  to  take  it  entails  the  death  penalty.21  Yet  the 
paradox  must  not  blind  us  to  the  judgment  of  value  that  the 
law  sought  to  embody. 

The  sense  of  the  invaluableness  of  human  life  underlies  the 
divergence  of  the  biblical  treatment  of  the  homicide  from  that 
of  the  other  law  systems  of  the  Near  East.  There  the  law  allows 
and  at  times  fixes  a value  on  lives,  and  leaves  it  to  the  kinsmen 
of  the  slain  to  decide  whether  they  will  have  revenge  or  re- 
ceive compensation  for  their  loss  in  money  or  property.  Per- 
haps the  baldest  expression  of  the  economic  valuation  of  life 
occurs  in  those  cases  where  punishment  of  a murderer  takes 
the  form  of  the  surrender  of  other  persons — a slave,  a son,  a 
wife,  a brother — “instead  of  blood,”  or,  “to  wash  out  the 
blood,”  or  to  “make  good”  the  dead  person,  as  the  Assyrian 
phrases  put  it.22  Equally  expressive  are  the  Hittite  laws  which 
prescribe  that  the  killer  has  to  “make  amends”  for  the  dead 
persons  by  “giving”  persons  in  accord  with  the  status  of  the 
slain  and  the  degree  of  the  homicide.  The  underlying  motive 
in  such  forms  of  composition  is  the  desire  to  make  good  the 
deficiency  in  the  fighting  or  working  strength  of  the  commu- 
nity which  has  lost  one  of  its  members.23  This  seems  to  be  the 
meaning  of  Hittite  Law  43 : “If  a man  customarily  fords  a river 
with  his  ox,  another  man  pushes  him  aside,  seizes  the  tail  of 
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the  ox  and  crosses  the  river,  but  the  river  carries  the  owner  of 
the  ox  away,  they  (i.e.  the  authorities  of  the  respective  village 
or  town)  shall  receive  that  very  man.”  The  view  of  life  as  a 
replaceable  economic  value  here  reaches  its  ultimate  expres- 
sion. The  moral  guilt  of  the  homicide  is  so  far  subordinated 
to  the  need  of  restoring  the  strength  of  the  community  that  the 
culprit  is  not  punished  but  incorporated; 24  this  is  the  polar 
opposite  of  the  biblical  law  which  requires  that  not  even  the 
flesh  of  the  stoned  homicidal  ox  may  be  eaten. 

That  the  divergence  in  law  reflects  a basic  difference  in 
judgments  of  value,  rather  than  stages  in  a single  line  of  evolu- 
tion, would  seem  to  be  borne  out  by  examining  the  reverse  of 
the  coin:  the  treatment  of  offenses  against  property.  Both 
Assyrian  and  Babylonian  law  know  of  offenses  against  prop- 
erty that  entail  the  death  penalty.  In  Babylonia,  breaking  and 
entering,  looting  at  a fire,  night  trespass — presumably  for 
theft — and  theft  from  another’s  possession  are  punished  by 
death;  Assyrian  law  punishes  theft  committed  by  a wife 
against  her  husband  with  death.25  In  view  of  this,  the  leniency 
of  biblical  law  in  dealing  with  all  types  of  property  offenses  is 
astonishing.  No  property  offense  is  punishable  with  death. 
Breaking  and  entering,  for  which  Babylonian  law  prescribes 
summary  execution  and  hanging  of  the  culprit  at  the  breach, 
is  punished  in  biblical  law  with  double  damages.  If  the  house- 
breaking occurred  at  night  the  householder  is  privileged  to  slay 
the  culprit  caught  in  the  act,  though  this  is  not  prescribed  as 
a punishment  (Exodus  22: If.).26 

This  unparalleled  leniency  of  biblical  law  in  dealing  with 
property  offenses  must  be  combined  with  its  severity  in  the 
case  of  homicide,  just  as  the  leniency  of  non-biblical  law  in 
dealing  with  homicide  must  be  taken  in  conjunction  with  its 
severity  in  dealing  with  property  offenses.  The  significance  of 
the  laws  then  emerges  with  full  clarity:  in  biblical  law  life  and 
property  are  incommensurable;  taking  of  life  cannot  be  made 
up  for  by  any  amount  of  property,  nor  can  any  property  of- 
fense be  considered  as  amounting  to  the  value  of  a life.  Else- 
where the  two  are  commensurable:  a given  amount  of  prop- 
erty can  make  up  for  life,  and  a grave  enough  offense  against 
property  can  necessitate  forfeiting  life.  Not  the  archaicness  of 
the  biblical  law  of  homicide  relative  to  that  of  the  cuneiform 
codes,  nor  the  progressiveness  of  the  biblical  law  of  theft  rela- 
tive to  that  of  Assyria  and  Babylonia,  but  a basic  difference  in 
the  evaluation  of  life  and  property  separates  the  one  from  the 
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others.  In  the  biblical  law  a religious  evaluation;  in  non-biblical, 
an  economic  and  political  evaluation,  predominates. 

Now  it  is  true  that  in  terms  of  each  viewpoint  one  can  speak 
of  a more  or  a less  thoroughgoing  application  of  principle,  and, 
in  that  sense,  of  advanced  or  archaic  conceptions.  Thus  the 
Hittite  laws  would  appear  to  represent  a more  consistent  ad- 
herence to  the  economic-political  yardstick  than  the  law  of 
Babylonia  and  Assyria.  Here  the  principle  of  maintaining  the 
political-economic  equilibrium  is  applied  in  such  a way  that 
even  homicides  (not  to  speak  of  property  offenses)  are  pun- 
ished exclusively  in  terms  of  replacement.  It  is  of  interest, 
therefore,  to  note  that  within  the  Hittite  system  there  are 
traces  of  an  evolution  from  earlier  to  later  conceptions.  The 
Old  Kingdom  edict  of  Telepinus  still  permits  the  kinsman  of 
a slain  man  to  choose  between  retaliation  or  composition, 
while  the  later  law  of  the  code  seems  to  recognize  only  replace- 
ment or  composition.27  And  a law  of  theft  in  the  code  (par. 
23)  records  that  an  earlier  capital  punishment  has  been  re- 
placed by  a pecuniary  one. 

In  the  same  way  it  is  legitimate  to  speak  of  the  law  of  the 
Bible  as  archaic  in  comparison  with  post-biblical  Jewish  law. 
Here  again  the  jural  postulate  of  the  biblical  law  of  homicide 
reached  its  fullest  expression  only  later:  the  invaluableness  of 
life  led  to  the  virtual  abolition  of  the  death  penalty.  But  what 
distinguishes  this  abolition  from  that  just  described  in  the 
Hittite  laws,  what  shows  it  to  be  truly  in  accord  with  the 
peculiar  inner  reason  of  biblical  law,  is  the  fact  that  it  was  not 
accompanied  by  the  institution  of  any  sort  of  pecuniary  com- 
pensation. The  conditions  that  had  to  be  met  before  the  death 
penalty  could  be  inflicted  were  made  so  numerous,  that  is  to 
say,  the  concern  for  the  life  of  the  accused  became  so  exag- 
gerated, that  in  effect  it  was  impossible  to  inflict  capital  punish- 
ment.28 Nowhere  in  the  account  of  this  process,  however,  is 
there  a hint  that  it  was  ever  contemplated  to  substitute  a 
pecuniary  for  capital  punishment.  The  same  reverence  for 
human  life  that  led  to  the  virtual  abolition  of  the  death  penalty 
also  forbade  setting  a value  on  the  life  of  the  slain  man.  (This 
reluctance  either  to  execute  the  culprit  or  to  commute  his 
penalty  created  a dilemma  which  Jewish  law  cannot  be  said  to 
have  coped  with  successfully.)  29 

Thus  the  divergences  between  the  biblical  and  Near  Eastern 
laws  of  homicide  appear  not  as  varying  stages  of  progress  or 
lag  along  a single  line  of  evolution,  but  as  reflections  of  differ- 
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ing  underlying  principles.  Nor  does  the  social-political  explana- 
tion of  the  divergence  seem  to  be  adequate  in  view  of  the  per- 
sistence of  the  peculiarities  of  biblical  law  throughout  the 
monarchial,  urbanized  age  of  Israel  on  the  one  hand,  and  the 
survival  of  the  ancient  non-biblical  viewpoint  in  later  Bedouin 
and  Arab  law  on  the  other. 


iv 

Another  divergence  in  principle  between  biblical  law  and 
the  non-biblical  law  of  the  ancient  Near  East  is  in  the  matter 
of  vicarious  punishment — the  infliction  of  a penalty  on  the 
person  of  one  other  than  the  actual  culprit.  The  principle  of 
talion  is  carried  out  in  cuneiform  law  to  a degree  which  at 
times  involves  vicarious  punishment.  A creditor  who  has  so 
maltreated  the  distrained  son  of  his  debtor  that  he  dies,  must 
lose  his  own  son.30  If  a man  struck  the  pregnant  daughter  of 
another  so  that  she  miscarried  and  died,  his  own  daughter 
must  be  put  to  death.31  If  through  faulty  construction  a house 
collapses  killing  the  householder’s  son,  the  son  of  the  builder 
who  built  the  house  must  be  put  to  death.32  A seducer  must 
deliver  his  wife  to  the  seduced  girl’s  father  for  prostitution.33 
In  another  class  are  penalties  which  involve  the  substitution  of 
a dependent  for  the  offender — the  Hittite  laws  compelling  a 
slayer  to  deliver  so  many  persons  to  the  kinsmen  of  the  slain, 
or  prescribing  that  a man  who  has  pushed  another  into  a fire 
must  give  over  his  son;  the  Assyrian  penalties  substituting  a 
son,  brother,  wife,  or  slave  of  the  murderer  “instead  of 
blood.”  34  Crime  and  punishment  are  here  defined  from  the 
standpoint  of  the  pater-familias:  causing  the  death  of  a child 
is  punished  by  the  death  of  a child.  At  the  same  time  the  mem- 
bers of  the  family  have  no  separate  individuality  vis-a-vis  the 
head  of  the  family.  They  are  extensions  of  him  and  may  be 
disposed  of  at  his  discretion.  The  person  of  the  dependent  has 
no  independent  footing. 

As  is  well  known,  the  biblical  law  of  Deuteronomy  24:16 
explicitly  excludes  this  sort  of  vicarious  punishment:  “Parents 
shall  not  be  put  to  death  for  children,  nor  children  for  parents; 
each  shall  be  put  to  death  for  his  own  crime.”  The  proper  un- 
derstanding of  this  requires,  first,  that  it  be  recognized  as  a ju- 
dicial provision,  not  a theological  dictum.  It  deals  with  an  en- 
tirely different  realm  than  Deuteronomy  5:9  and  Exodus  20:5, 
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which  depict  God  as  “holding  children  to  account  to  the  third 
and  fourth  generations  for  the  sins  of  their  parents.”  85  This  is 
clear  from  the  verb  r)DV>,  “shall  be  put  to  death,”  referring  al- 
ways to  judicial  execution  and  not  to  death  at  the  hand  of 
God.36  To  be  sure,  Jeremiah  and  Ezekiel  transfer  this  judicial 
provision  to  the  theological  realm,  the  first  promising  that  in 
the  future,  the  second  insisting  that  in  the  present,  each  man 
die  for  his  own  sin — but  both  change  nDV  to  DID'  (Jeremiah 
31 : 29;  Ezekiel  18:4  and  passim). 

This  law  is  almost  universally  considered  late.  On  the  one 
hand,  it  is  supposed  to  reflect  in  law  the  theological  dictum  of 
Ezekiel;  on  the  other,  the  dissolution  of  the  family  and  the 
“weakening  of  the  old  patriarchal  position  of  the  house  father” 
that  attended  the  urbanization  of  Israel  during  the  monarchy.87 
This  latter  reasoning,  at  any  rate,  receives  no  support  from  the 
law  of  the  other  highly  urbanized  cultures  of  the  ancient  Near 
East.  Babylonian,  Assyrian,  and  Hittite  civilization  was  surely 
no  less  urbanized  than  that  of  monarchial  Israel,  yet  the  notion 
of  family  cohesiveness  and  the  subjection  of  dependents  to 
the  family  head  was  not  abated  by  this  fact. 

A late  dating  of  the  Deuteronomic  provision  is  shown  to  be 
altogether  unnecessary  from  the  simple  fact  that  the  principle 
of  individual  culpability  in  precisely  the  form  taken  in  Deuter- 
onomy 24:16  is  operative  in  the  earliest  law  collection  of  the 
Bible.  What  appears  as  a general  principle  in  Deuteronomy  is 
applied  to  a case  in  the  Covenant  Code  law  of  the  goring  ox: 
after  detailing  the  law  of  an  ox  who  has  slain  a man  or  a 
woman  the  last  clause  of  the  law  goes  on  to  say  that  if  the 
victims  are  a son  or  a daughter  the  same  law  applies  (Exodus 
21:31).  This  clause,  a long-standing  puzzle  for  exegetes,  has 
only  recently  been  understood  for  what  it  is:  a specific  repu- 
diation of  vicarious  punishment  in  the  manner  familiar  from 
cuneiform  law.  There  a builder  who,  through  negligence, 
caused  the  death  of  a householder’s  son  must  deliver  up  his 
own  son;  here  the  negligent  owner  of  a vicious  ox  who  has 
caused  the  death  of  another’s  son  or  daughter  must  be  dealt 
with  in  the  same  way  as  when  he  caused  the  death  of  a man 
or  woman,  to  wit:  the  owner  is  to  be  punished,  not  his  son  or 
daughter.38  This  principle  of  individual  culpability  in  fact 
governs  all  of  biblical  law.  Nowhere  does  the  criminal  law  of 
the  Bible,  in  contrast  to  that  of  the  rest  of  the  Near  East,  punish 
secular  offenses  collectively  or  vicariously.  Murder,  negligent 
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homicide,  seduction,  and  so  forth,  are  punished  solely  on  the 
person  of  the  actual  culprit. 

What  heightens  the  significance  of  this  departure  is  the  fact 
that  the  Bible  is  not  at  all  ignorant  of  collective  or  vicarious 
punishment.  The  narratives  tell  of  the  case  of  Achan  who  ap- 
propriated objects  devoted  to  God  from  the  booty  of  Jericho 
and  buried  them  under  his  tent.  The  anger  of  God  manifested 
itself  in  a defeat  of  Israel’s  army  before  Ai.  When  Achan  was 
discovered,  he  and  his  entire  household  were  put  to  death 
Joshua  7).  Again,  the  case  of  Saul’s  sons,  who  were  put  to 
death  for  their  father’s  massacre  of  the  Gibeonites  in  violation 
of  an  oath  by  YHWH  (II  Samuel  21).  Now  these  instances  are 
not  a matter  of  ordinary  criminal  law  but  touch  the  realm  of 
the  deity  directly.883  The  misappropriation  of  a devoted  ob- 
ject— Din — infects  the  culprit  and  all  who  come  into  contact 
with  him  with  the  taboo  status  of  the  D*in  (Deuteronomy  7:26; 
13:16;  cf.  Joshua  6:18).  This  is  wholly  analogous  to  the  con- 
tagiousness of  the  state  of  impurity,  and  a provision  of  the  law 
of  the  impurity  of  a corpse  is  really  the  best  commentary  on 
the  story  of  Achan’s  crime:  “This  is  the  law:  when  a man  dies 
in  a tent  every  one  that  comes  into  that  tent,  and  every  thing 
that  is  in  the  tent,  shall  be  unclean”  (Numbers  19: 14) . Achan’s 
misappropriated  objects — the  story  tells  us  four  times  in  three 
verses  (Joshua  7:21,  22,  23) — were  hidden  in  the  ground 
under  his  tent.  Therefore  he,  his  family,  his  domestic  animals, 
and  his  tent,  had  to  be  destroyed,  since  all  incurred  the  tnn 
status.  This  is  not  a case,  then,  of  vicarious  or  collective  pun- 
ishment pure  and  simple,  but  a case  of  collective  contagion  of 
a taboo  status.  Each  of  the  inhabitants  of  Achan’s  tent  incurred 
the  Dm  status  for  which  he  was  put  to  death,  though,  to  be 
sure,  the  actual  guilt  of  the  misappropriation  was  Achan’s 
alone. 

The  execution  of  Saul’s  sons  is  a genuine  case  of  vicario.us 
punishment,  though  it  too  is  altogether  extraordinary.  A na- 
tional oath  made  in  the  name  of  God  has  been  violated  by  a 
king.  A drought  interpreted  as  the  wrath  of  God  has  struck  at 
the  whole  nation.  The  injured  party,  the  Gibeonites,  demand 
life  for  life  and  expressly  refuse  to  hear  of  composition.  Since 
the  offending  king  is  dead,  his  children  are  delivered  up. 

These  two  cases — with  Judges  21:10f.  the  only  ones  in 
which  legitimate  collective  and  vicarious  punishments  are  re- 
corded in  the  Bible  39 — show  clearly  in  what  area  notions  of 
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family  solidarity  and  collective  guilt  are  still  operative:  the 
area  of  direct  affronts  to  the  majesty  of  God.  Crimes  commit- 
ted against  the  property,  the  exclusive  rights,  or  the  name  of 
God  may  be  held  against  the  whole  family,  indeed  the  whole 
community  of  the  offender.  A principle  which  is  rejected  in 
the  case  of  judicial  punishment  is  yet  recognized  as  operative 
in  the  divine  realm.  The  same  book  of  Deuteronomy  that 
clears  parents  and  children  of  each  other’s  guilt  still  incorpo- 
rates the  dictum  that  God  holds  children  to  account  for  their 
parents’  apostasy  to  the  third  and  fourth  generation  (5:9). 
Moreover  it  is  Deuteronomy  13:16  that  relates  the  law  of  the 
tnn  of  the  apostate  city,  ordaining  that  every  inhabitant  be 
destroyed,  including  the  cattle.  For  the  final  evidence  of  the 
concurrent  validity  of  these  divergent  standards  of  judgment 
the  law  of  the  Molech  worshiper  may  be  adduced  (Leviticus 
20:  1—5) : a man  who  worships  Molech  is  to  be  stoned  by  the 
people — he  alone;  but  if  the  people  overlook  his  sin,  “Then  I,” 
says  God,  “will  set  my  face  against  that  man,  and  against  his 
family  . . .”  (See  postscript.) 

The  belief  in  a dual  standard  of  judgment  persisted  into 
latest  times.  Not  only  Deuteronomy  itself,  but  the  literature 
composed  after  it  continues  to  exhibit  belief  in  God’s  dooming 
children  and  children’s  children  for  the  sins  of  the  parents. 
The  prophetess  Huldah,  who  confirms  the  warnings  of  Deuter- 
onomy, promises  that  punishment  for  the  sins  of  Judah  will 
be  deferred  until  after  the  time  of  the  righteous  king  Josiah 
(II  Kings  22: 19f.) . Jeremiah,  who  is  imbued  with  the  ideology 
of  Deuteronomy,  and  who  is  himself  acutely  aware  of  the 
imperfection  of  the  standard  of  divine  justice  (31 :28f.) , yet 
announces  to  his  personal  enemies  a doom  that  involves  them 
and  their  children  (Jeremiah  11:22;  29:32).  And  both  Jere- 
miah and  the  Deuteronomistic  compiler  of  the  Book  of  Kings 
ascribe  the  fall  of  Judah  to  the  sin  of  Manasseh’s  age  (Jere- 
miah 15:4;  II  Kings  23:26f.;  34:3f.).  Even  Job  complains 
that  God  lets  the  children  of  the  wicked  live  happy  (21 :7ff.) . 
Thus  there  can  be  no  question  of  an  evolution  during  the 
biblical  age  from  early  to  late  concepts,  from  “holding  chil- 
dren to  account  for  the  sins  of  parents”  to  “parents  shall  not 
be  put  to  death  for  children,  etc.”  There  is  rather  a remarkable 
divergence  between  the  way  God  may  judge  men  and  the  way 
men  must  judge  each  other.  The  divergence  goes  back  to  the 
earliest  legal  and  narrative  texts  and  persists  through  the  latest. 

How  anomalous  the  biblical  position  is  can  be  appreciated 
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when  set  against  its  Near  Eastern  background.  A telling  ex- 
pression of  the  parallel  between  human  and  divine  conduct 
toward  wrongdoing  is  the  following  Hittite  soliloquy: 

Is  the  disposition  of  men  and  of  the  gods  at  all  different? 
No!  Even  in  this  matter  somewhat  different?  No!  But  their  dis- 
position is  quite  the  same.  When  a servant  stands  before  his 
master  . . . [and  serves  him]  ...  his  master  ...  is  re- 
laxed in  spirit  and  is  favorably  inclined  (?)  to  him.  If,  how- 
ever, he  (the  servant)  is  ever  dilatory  (?)  or  is  not  observ- 
ant (?),  there  is  a different  disposition  towards  him.  And  if 
ever  a servant  vexes  his  master,  either  they  kill  him,  or 
[mutilate  him];  or  he  (the  master)  calls  him  to  account  (and 
also)  his  wife,  his  sons,  his  brothers,  his  sisters,  his  rela- 
tives by  marriage,  and  his  family  . . . And  if  ever  he  dies, 
he  does  not  die  alone,  but  his  family  is  included  with  him. 
If  then  anyone  vexes  the  feeling  of  a god,  does  the  god 
punish  him  alone  for  it?  Does  he  not  punish  his  wife,  his 
children,  his  descendents,  his  family,  his  slaves  male  and 
female,  his  cattle,  his  sheep,  and  his  harvest  for  it,  and  re- 
move him  utterly?  40 

To  this  striking  statement  it  need  only  be  added  that  not 
alone  between  master  and  servant  was  the  principle  of  vicari- 
ous punishment  applied  in  Hittite  and  Near  Eastern  law,  but, 
as  we  have  seen,  between  parents  and  children  and  husbands 
and  wives  as  well. 

In  contrast,  the  biblical  view  asserts  a difference  between 
the  power  of  God,  and  that  of  man,  over  man.  Biblical  crim- 
inal law  foregoes  entirely  the  right  to  punish  any  but  the  actual 
culprit  in  all  civil  cases;  so  far  as  man  is  concerned  all  persons 
are  individual,  morally  autonomous  entities.  In  this  too  there 
is  doubtless  to  be  seen  the  effect  of  the  heightened  stress  on  the 
unique  worth  of  each  life  that  the  religious-legal  postulate  of 
man’s  being  the  image  of  God  brought  about.  “All  persons  are 
mine,  says  the  Lord,  the  person  of  the  father  as  well  as  that  of 
the  son;  the  person  that  sins,  he  shall  die”  (Ezekiel  18:4).  By 
this  assertion  Ezekiel  wished  to  make  valid  in  the  theological 
realm  the  individual  autonomy  that  the  law  had  acknowledged 
in  the  criminal  realm  centuries  before.  That  God  may  impute 
responsibility  and  guilt  to  the  whole  circle  of  a man’s  family 
and  descendants  was  a notion  that  biblical  Israel  shared  with 
its  neighbors.  What  was  unique  to  Israel  was  its  belief  that  this 
was  exclusively  the  way  of  God;  it  was  unlawful  arrogation 
for  man  to  exercise  this  divine  prerogative. 
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The  study  of  biblical  law,  then,  with  careful  attention  to  its 
own  inner  postulates  has  as  much  to  reveal  about  the  values  of 
Israelite  culture  as  the  study  of  Psalms  and  Prophets.  For  the 
appreciation  of  this  vital  aspect  of  the  biblical  world,  the 
riches  of  cuneiform  law  offer  a key  that  was  unavailable  to  the 
two  millennia  of  exegesis  that  preceded  our  time.  The  key  is 
now  available  and  the  treasury  yields  a bountiful  reward  to 
those  who  use  it. 

POSTSCRIPT.  To  note  38:  Professor  I.  L.  Seeligmann  calls 
my  attention  to  the  fact  that  this  interpretation  was  earlier 
advanced  by  D.  H.  Muller,  Die  Gesetze  Hammurabis  (Wien, 
1903),  pp.  166ff.  A.  B.  Ehrlich’s  interpretation  (in  his  Rand- 
glossen,  ad  loc.)  taking  p and  m to  mean  “free  man”  and 
“free  woman”  in  contrast  with  *ny  ,nDK  of  vs.  32  may  now 
be  set  aside,  ingenious  as  it  is  (though  forced  as  well:  the  sug- 
gested parallels  John  8:35  and  Proverbs  17:2  [Seeligmann] 
deal  with  matters  of  inheritance  and  ownership  where  son  [not 
“free  man”!]  and  slave  are  apt  contrasts;  not  so  here.  Note  also 
the  particle  IX  in  Exodus  21 :31,  indicating  the  vs.  to  be  an  ap- 
pendix to  the  foregoing,  rather  than  connecting  it  with  the  new 
clause,  vs.  32,  beginning  with  DN). 

To  p.  32.  This  interpretation  of  Leviticus  20:5,  understand- 
ing the  guilt  of  the  family  before  God  as  due  merely  to  their 
association  with  the  Molech-worshiper,  is  open  to  question.  The 
intent  of  the  text  may  rather  be  to  ascribe  the  people’s  failure 
to  prosecute  the  culprit  to  his  family’s  covering  up  for  him; 
see  Rashi  and  Ibn  Ezra.  In  that  case  “his  family”  of  5a  is  taken 
up  again  in  “all  who  go  astray  after  him”  of  5b,  and  the  family 
is  guilty  on  its  own. 


Notes 


1.  J.  L.  Saalschiitz,  Das  Mosaiche  Recht,  mit  Beriicksichtigung  des 
spdtern  Jiidischen,  2 vols.  (Berlin,  1848). 

2.  The  following  law  collections  are  pertinent  to  the  discussion  of  the 
criminal  law  of  the  Bible:  the  laws  of  Eshnunna  (LE),  from  the  first 
half  of  the  19th  century  B.C.;  the  code  of  Hammurapi  (CH),  from  the 
beginning  of  the  18th  century;  the  Middle  Assyrian  laws  (MAL),  14th- 
11th  centuries;  and  the  Hittite  laws  (HL),  latter  half  of  the  2nd  mil- 
lennium. All  are  translated  in  J.  B.  Pritchard,  ed.,  Ancient  Near  Eastern 
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Texts  Relating  to  the  Old  Testament  (Princeton,  1955),  pp.  159ff.  Hence- 
forth this  work  will  be  referred  to  as  ANET. 

3.  G.  R.  Driver  and  J.  C.  Miles,  The  Babylonian  Laws,  2 vols.  (Oxford, 
1952,  1955),  henceforth  cited  as  BL.  The  citation  is  from  I,  p.  99;  cf. 
also  p.  275,  where  Koschaker’s  approach  is  characterized  and  Miles’ 
approach  contrasted. 

4.  Contrast,  e.g.,  the  historical  explanation  of  the  discrepancies  in  the 
laws  of  theft  given  by  Meek  in  ANET,  p.  166,  note  45  with  Miles’  sugges- 
tions in  BL  I,  pp.  80ff.  The  historical  explanation  does  not  help  us  under- 
stand how  the  draftsman  of  the  law  of  Hammurapi  conceived  of  the  law 
of  theft. 

5.  The  point  is  made  and  expertly  illustrated  in  E.  A.  Hoebel,  The  Law 
of  Primitive  Man  (Harvard,  1954);  cf.  especially  chap.  1. 

6.  Inscription  of  Yahdun-lim  of  Mari,  Syria  32  (1955),  p.  4,  lines  Iff. 
I owe  this  reference  and  its  interpretation  to  Professor  E.  A.  Speiser, 
whose  critique  of  this  part  of  my  discussion  has  done  much  to  clarify  the 
matter  in  my  mind;  cf.  his  contribution  to  Authority  and  Law  in  the 
Ancient  Orient  ( Supplement  to  the  Journal  of  the  American  Oriental 
Society,  No.  17  [1954]),  especially  pp.  1 Iff. 

7.  Cf.  CH  xxvb  95fl.:  “I  am  Hammurapi,  the  just  king,  to  whom 
Shamash  has  granted  truths.”  We  are  to  understand  the  laws  of  Hammu- 
rapi as  an  attempt  to  embody  this  cosmic  ideal  in  laws  and  statutes. 
(After  writing  the  above  I received  a communication  from  Professor  J.  J. 
Finkelstein  interpreting  this  passage  as  follows:  “What  the  god  ‘gives’  the 
king  is  not  ‘laws’  but  the  gift  of  the  perception  of  kittum,  by  virtue  of 
which  the  king,  in  distinction  from  any  other  individual,  becomes  capable 
of  promulgating  laws  that  are  in  accord  or  harmony  with  the  cosmic 
principle  of  kittum") 

8.  Speiser,  op.  cit.,  p.  12;  this  Mesopotamian  conception  of  cosmic 
truth  is  a noteworthy  illustration  of  Professor  Kaufmann’s  thesis  that 
“Paganism  conceives  of  morality  not  as  an  expression  of  the  supreme, 
free  will  of  the  deity,  but  as  one  of  the  forces  of  the  transcendent,  pri- 
mordial realm  which  governs  the  deity  as  well”  (rmattn  nn7lfl 

rp7tnt2>in,  1/2,  p.  345). 

9.  CH  xxivb  76f.,  81;  xxvb  12f.,  64ff„  78ff.,  99;  xxvib  3f.,  19ff. 

10.  Ibid,  xxvib  33f.  It  is  not  clear,  in  the  face  of  this  plain  evidence, 
how  it  can  still  be  maintained  that  the  relief  at  the  top  of  the  law  stele 
depicts  Shamash  dictating  or  giving  the  code  to  Hammurapi  (E.  Dhorme, 
Les  religions  de  Babylon  et  d’Assyrie  [Paris,  1949],  p.  62;  S.  H.  Hooke, 
Babylonian  and  Assyrian  Religion  [London,  1953],  p.  29).  The  picture  is 
nothing  more  than  a traditional  presentation  scene  in  which  a worshiper 
in  an  attitude  of  adoration  stands  before,  or  is  led  by  another  deity  into, 
the  presence  of  a god;  it  may  be  inferred  from  the  context  (i.e.  the  po- 
sition of  the  picture  above  the  code)  that  the  figures  of  this  highly 
conventionalized  scene  represent  Hammurapi  and  Shamash.  See  the  dis- 
cussion in  H.  Frankfort,  The  Art  and  Architecture  of  the  Ancient  Orient 
(1954),  p.  59  (note  that  Frankfort  does  not  even  go  so  far  as  Meek  who 
sees  in  the  scene  “Hammurabi  in  the  act  of  receiving  the  commission 
to  write  the  law-book  from  . . . Shamash”  [ANET,  p.  163]).  For  this 
and  similar  representations  see  J.  B.  Pritchard,  The  Ancient  Near  East 
in  Pictures  (Princeton,  1954),  nos.  514,  515,  529,  533,  535,  707.  Miles  aptly 
sums  up  the  matter  of  the  authorship  of  the  laws  thus  (BL,  39):  “Al- 
though [Shamash  and  Marduk]  ...  are  mentioned  a number  of  times, 
they  are  not  said  to  be  the  authors  of  the  Laws;  Hammurabi  himself 
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claims  to  have  written  them.  Their  general  character,  too,  is  completely 
secular,  and  in  this  respect  they  are  strongly  to  be  contrasted  with  the 
Hebrew  laws;  they  are  not  a divine  pronouncement  nor  in  any  sense  a 
religious  document.” 

11.  Epilogue  to  the  laws  of  Lipit-Ishtar,  ANET,  p.  161. 

12.  See  the  prologue  and  epilogue  of  the  laws  of  Lipit-Ishtar  and  Ham- 
murapi. 

13.  The  point  is  made  in  Kaufmann,  op.  cit.,  1/1,  p.  67. 

14.  CH  129;  MAL  14-16;  HL  198;  cf.  W.  Kornfeld,  “L’adultfere  dans 
l’orient  antique,”  Revue  biblique  57  (1950),  pp.  92fi.;  E.  Neufeld,  Ancient 
Hebrew  Marriage  Laws  (London,  1944),  pp.  172fi. 

15.  HL  187,  188,  198,  199;  cf.  LE  48. 

16.  HL  1-4. 

17.  A.  Kennett,  Bedouin  Justice  (Cambridge,  1925),  pp.  49ff. 

18.  LE  54;  CH  250,  251. 

19.  Strict  retaliation  of  life  for  life  is  “primitive,”  a “desert  principle”; 
cf.  Th.  J.  Meek,  Hebrew  Origins  (New  York,  1936),  pp.  66,  68;  Alt,  Die 
Urspriinge  des  israelitischen  Rechts,  in  Kleine  Schriften  zur  Geschichte 
des  Volkes  Israel  (Miinchen,  1953),  pp.  30511.;  A.  Kennett,  op.  cit., 
p.  49;  on  the  goring  ox,  cf.  BL  I,  444;  M.  Weber,  Ancient  Judaism 
(Glencoe,  1952),  p.  62.  For  the  widely  held  theory  of  the  development 
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Amos  vs.  Amaziah 


by  Shalom  Spiegel 


Foreword 


[On  September  13,  1957,  there  gathered  at  The  Jewish  Theo- 
logical Seminary  of  America  in  New  York,  a distinguished 
group  of  scholars  and  theologians,  laymen,  rabbis  and  students. 
They  assembled  to  take  part  in  a weekend  convocation  on  the 
theme,  “Law  as  a Moral  Force.”  Among  the  members  of  this 
gathering  were  The  Honorable  Earl  Warren,  Chief  Justice 
of  the  United  States,  and  former  President  Harry  S.  Tru- 
man. 

The  purpose  of  the  assembly  was  to  study  the  insights  into 
law  as  a moral  force  found  in  ancient  Hebrew  texts,  and  to 
evaluate  the  importance  of  these  insights  to  the  problems  of 
modem  life.  The  success  of  the  undertaking  was  attested  by 
the  response  of  many  of  the  participants  who  discovered  in 
the  ancient  materials  presented  new  avenues  to  analyses  of 
modern  moral  problems.  Chief  Justice  Warren  remarked  on 
the  sense  of  humility  which  comes  with  the  knowledge  that 
“most  of  the  good  things  that  we  find  in  our  law  and  in  our 
own  institutions  come  from  the  wisdom  of  men  of  other 
ages.” 

The  analysis  of  the  case  of  Amos  versus  Amaziah,  presented 
here,  was  one  of  the  principal  addresses  of  the  convocation 
weekend.  Professor  Spiegel  graciously  agreed  to  prepare  his 
notes  for  publication  in  response  to  the  urgent  request  of 
members  of  the  audience,  who  wished  to  have  copies  of  the 
speech.] 
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Amos  vs.  Amaziah  * 


The  sun  and  soil  of  California  yield  many  delights  and 
blessings  for  all  of  us  to  enjoy,  among  them  native  sons  who 
(like  the  sturdy  stock  of  Missouri)  are  the  pride  of  the  nation. 
In  that  good  soil  and  sun  of  the  west  there  thrive  gigantic  trees, 
often  attaining  a height  of  over  three  hundred  feet,  probably 
the  oldest  living  things  on  the  earth.  In  the  Sequoia  National 
Park  I saw  a huge  trunk  of  such  a redwood  used  as  a visual 
aid  for  a history  lesson.  The  mighty  stem,  cut  across,  shows 
annual  rings  marking  spring  and  summer  growth,  and  so  can 
be  used  to  measure  time.  It  was  a happy  thought  to  have  major 
facts  of  human  history  indented  in  the  wood.  It  is  sobering  to 
discover  how  paltry  human  affairs  may  seem,  how  puny  all 
the  sweat  and  swagger  of  man  when  set  against  the  lifetime  of 
a tree.  Remote  and  distinctive  events  in  modem  history  (the 
discovery  of  America,  for  example)  are  reduced  to  size  by  the 
gnarly  rings  of  the  redwood.  Still,  there  are  other,  older  mem- 
ories of  the  race  which  cut  an  impressive  distance  in  time  or 
space,  even  when  measured  by  the  rings  of  a giant  tree. 

Such  is  the  incident  I would  like  to  recall  from  the  pages  of 
Scripture,  reaching  back  about  2700  years,  or  roughly  half  the 
life  span  of  the  venerable  evergreen,  Sequoia  sempervirens. 


A.  The  Trial  of  Amos 


The  scene  is  Bethel  in  northern  Israel,  in  the  second  half  of 
the  eighth  pre-Christian  century,  a generation  or  so  before  the 
ten  tribes  of  that  kingdom  were  trampled  in  the  dust  or  scat- 
tered to  the  winds  by  the  fierce  onslaught  of  Assyria.  Amos,  a 
shepherd  from  Tekoa,  across  the  border  in  Judah,  stirred  up  a 
commotion  when,  in  a crowded  assembly,  perhaps  in  the  tem- 
ple of  the  realm,  he  told  of  dire  visions  his  Lord  had  shown 
him: 


Thus  He  showed  me:  Behold,  the  Lord  was  standing  beside 
a wall  built  by  a plumbline,  with  a plumbline  in  His  hand. 


* New  York,  Herbert  H.  Lehman  Institute  of  Ethics,  The  Jewish 
Theological  Seminary  of  America,  1957. 
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And  the  Lord  said  unto  me:  “Amos,  what  do  you  see?” 
And  I said,  “A  plumbline.”  Then  the  Lord  said:  “Behold,  I 
am  setting  a plumbline  in  the  midst  of  My  people  Israel,  and 
I will  never  again  pass  by  them.  The  high  places  of  Isaac 
shall  be  desolate,  and  the  sanctuaries  of  Israel  shall  be  laid 
waste,  and  I shall  rise  against  the  house  of  Jeroboam  with 
the  sword.” 

Then  Amaziah,  the  priest  of  Bethel,  sent  to  Jeroboam,  king 
cf  Israel,  saying:  “Amos  has  conspired  against  you  in  the 
midst  of  the  house  of  Israel;  the  land  is  not  able  to  bear  all  his 
words.  For  thus  Amos  has  said:  ‘Jeroboam  shall  die  by  the 
sword,  and  Israel  must  go  into  exile  away  from  his  land.’  ” 

And  Amaziah  said  to  Amos:  “O  seer,  go,  flee  away  to  the 
land  of  Judah,  and  eat  bread  there,  and  prophesy  there;  but 
never  again  prophesy  at  Bethel,  for  it  is  the  king’s  sanctuary, 
and  it  is  a temple  of  the  kingdom.” 

Then  Amos  answered  Amaziah:  “I  am  no  prophet,  nor  a 
prophet’s  son;  but  I am  a herdsman,  and  a dresser  of  sycamore 
trees,  and  the  Lord  took  me  from  following  the  flock,  and  the 
Lord  said  to  me:  ‘Go,  prophesy  to  My  people  Israel.’  ” (Amos 
7:7-15) 

Amaziah  at  once  instituted  legal  proceedings  for  the  de- 
portation of  an  undesirable  alien.  The  Judean  prophet  promptly 
challenged  his  authority  to  deprive  him  of  the  right  of  free 
domicile  and  free  speech  in  a sister  state  of  the  union.  Fer- 
vently Amos  declared  that  he  had  been  summoned  by  the 
Lord  to  prophesy  to  His  people  Israel,  a people  one  and 
indivisible  whose  union  and  covenant  could  not  be  lawfully 
dissolved  by  action  of  separate  tribes  or  states,  or  even  by 
their  secession. 

It  stands  to  reason  that  the  case  Amos  vs.  Amaziah  attracted 
wide  attention  in  its  own  time  and  remained  a cause  celebre 
to  be  discussed  in  law  classes  and  debated  in  moot  courts  for 
generations.  Unfortunately,  Amaziah  left  no  records  of  his 
own,  or  at  least  they  have  not  survived.  But  the  indictment  of 
the  prophet  by  the  people  and  priests  of  Bethel,  and  the  brief 
of  argument  prepared  by  the  council  of  experts,  were  probably 
widely  studied  and  excerpted  in  the  textbooks  and  schools  of 
antiquity.  Maybe  some  day  a fortunate  discovery  by  the  spade 
of  an  archeologist,  in  the  warm  sand  dunes  in  the  Judean  desert 
or  in  a cave  of  the  Dead  Sea  region,  will  turn  up  a tattered 
scroll  with  information  now  lost.  Until  such  day  or  find,  we 
must  try  to  reconstruct  the  case  of  Amaziah  solely  on  the  basis 
of  the  scriptural  account,  the  book  of  Amos.  Still,  we  must 
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remember  that  this  book  is  but  the  deposition  of  the  aggrieved 
party,  a victim  of  expulsion,  and  that  we  owe  his  opponent, 
the  priest  of  Bethel,  a fair  and  full  opportunity  to  state  his 
version  of  the  encounter  with  the  seer  of  Tekoa.  Audiatur  et 
altera  pars. 

It  seems  best  to  start  with  one  initial  assumption:  that 
throughout  the  trial  Amaziah  never  chose  to  challenge  the  ac- 
curacy of  the  transcript  of  public  addresses  as  left  by  Amos 
himself  or  submitted  on  his  behalf  by  his  disciples,  in  short, 
essentially  the  record  as  preserved  in  Scripture.  Only  such  a 
premise  would  make  re-enactment  of  the  trial  at  all  possible 
in  our  day,  in  the  absence  of  any  other  documentation.  But 
even  in  his  own  day,  Amaziah  could  reap  thereby  two  advan- 
tages. He  could  considerably  speed  up  all  legal  procedures,  and 
if  successful,  could  have  the  prophet  condemned  by  his  own 
mouth,  as  it  were — a legal  master  stroke.  Astutely,  therefore, 
Amaziah  would  begin  by  reading  from  the  speeches  admittedly 
delivered  by  Amos,  for  example,  the  passage  spoken  in  the 
sanctuary  while  the  priests  were  offering  sacrifices  and  the 
people  beseeching  Heaven  to  accept  their  alms  and  chants  with 
favor; 

I hate,  I despise  your  feasts,  and  I take  no  delight  in  your 
solemn  assemblies. 

Even  though  you  offer  me  burnt  offerings  and  meal  offer- 
ings, I will  not  accept  them,  nor  will  I look  upon  the  peace 
offerings  of  your  fatted  beasts. 

Take  away  from  Me  the  noise  of  your  songs,  and  let  Me 
not  hear  the  melody  of  your  harps. 

But  let  justice  roll  down  like  waters,  and  righteousness  as  a 
mighty  stream. 

Did  you  bring  to  me  sacrifices  and  offerings  the  forty  years 
in  the  wilderness,  O house  of  Israel? 

(Amos  5:21-25) 

The  words,  as  rehearsed  on  the  lips  of  the  priest,  did  seem 
unmistakably  a disturbance  of  public  peace  and  interference 
with  the  rights  of  free  worship.  Such  unwarranted  provocation 
could  not  but  throw  any  assembly,  however  orderly  or  deco- 
rous, into  panic  and  pandemonium,  in  grave  disregard  of  the 
fire  laws,  a clear  and  present  danger  to  the  life  and  limb  of  a 
throng  of  worshippers.  Indeed  no  better  case  could  be  made, 
anywhere  at  any  time,  for  immediate  action  by  the  police. 

It  was  now  up  to  the  court  to  consider  the  measures  taken 
by  the  temple  police,  and  to  review  the  validity  of  the  prophet’s 
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banishment  from  Bethel.  Naturally,  Amaziah  saw  to  it  that  his 
cause  was  buttressed  by  a formidable  array  of  experts  and 
leading  representatives  of  public  opinion. 

The  acknowledged  head  of  religion  in  the  realm,  Amaziah 
spoke  first,  as  was  expected  of  him.  In  measured  language  he 
voiced  grave  concern  over  the  theological  implications  in ’the 
teachings  of  Amos,  fraught,  as  he  saw  them,  with  hazard  and 
heresy.  This  was  the  more  dangerous  precisely  because  some 
of  Amos’  tenets  seemed  plausible  or  even  laudable,  as,  for 
example,  his  zeal  for  justice,  and  his  commiseration  with  the 
needy  and  the  poor.  These  were  virtues  which  the  just  king 
Jeroboam  and  his  priests  at  Bethel  enjoined  on  all  citizens, 
invariably  urging  pilgrims  to  the  shrines  to  remember  the 
destitute  and  help  the  disinherited.  For  they  were  indeed  basic 
requirements  of  the  covenant,  primary  duties  of  man  to  fel- 
lowman. 

However,  beyond  and  above  these,  extend  the  obligations  of 
man  to  God,  among  them  foremost  regular  ritual  and  worship 
in  the  sanctuary,  which  brought  as  a sweet  savor  to  the  Lord 
the  gifts  of  His  children,  and  implored  for  all  of  them  the 
bounty  of  heaven:  rain  in  season  from  above  and  springs  in 
abundance  from  below,  rich  fields  and  teeming  flocks,  the 
fruit  of  the  body  and  the  fruit  of  the  earth. 

To  be  sure,  in  normal  times,  there  need  never  arise  a conflict 
between  the  claims  of  men  upon  each  other  and  the  claims  of 
God  upon  men.  However,  should  such  collision  of  duties  ever 
occur,  there  cannot  be  the  slightest  doubt  which  of  the  two 
demands  must  take  precedence.  Certainly  what  we  owe  to 
creature  can  never  compare  to  what  we  owe  to  the  Creator.  If 
neglect  of  man  be  sin,  neglect  of  God  is  sacrilege.  This  Judean 
seer,  however,  would  have  us  turn  the  tables  perversely.  So 
long  as  men  clamor  for  justice,  he  would  forbid  all  acts  of 
devotion  in  the  sanctuary.  Unless  the  needs  of  the  poor  be  sup- 
plied, he  would  have  us  shut  up  all  the  establishments  of  the 
cult.  But  “the  poor  will  never  cease  out  of  the  land”  (Deuteron- 
omy 15:11),  which  means  that  all  the  venerable  rites  in  the 
temple  as  practiced  by  our  ancestors  from  time  immemorial, 
will  have  to  be  suspended,  and  the  sacrifices  stopped,  and  reli- 
gion as  known  to  us  abolished  from  the  face  of  the  earth.  It  is 
a reckless  doctrine,  ruinous  to  worship  and  to  the  welfare  of 
the  commonwealth.  For  what  are  the  solemn  performances  of 
ritual  if  not  exercises  in  piety  and  patriotism?  Indeed,  what  is 
sacrifice  if  not  learning  to  give  up  for  the  common  good?  It 
is  through  such  acts  of  renunciation — of  food,  of  valuable 
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possessions,  of  the  inordinate  part  of  our  wills — that  men  are 
led  to  conform  with  the  will  of  God  and  the  requirements  of 
religion.  The  rich  and  the  rapacious  are  weaned  of  their  selfish- 
ness and  taught  to  share  with  the  poor  at  least  a part  of  their 
crop  or  wealth.  Greed  is  thus  subdued  and  charity  towards  the 
poor  secured  precisely  through  the  observances  and  ordinances 
of  organized  religion. 

Abolish  altars  and  discontinue  sacrifices,  would  not  the  lost 
and  miserable  be  the  first  to  suffer?  It  is  the  discipline  of  tem- 
ple worship  which  thrusts  fear  of  the  Lord  even  into  the  hearts 
of  the  mighty,  enjoining  them  to  divide  their  goods  with  their 
less  fortunate  brethren.  Without  such  restraints  and  donations 
of  piety,  would  not  despair  overtake  the  weak,  the  widow,  and 
the  orphan? 

Amos  threatens  us  with  an  earthquake  for  our  alleged  iniq- 
uities and  abominations.  Should  his  view  ever  prevail,  and 
the  land  be  bare  of  its  altars  and  shrines  and — God  forbid — 
the  affronted  heavens  refuse  to  yield  rain,  and  the  soil  be 
blighted  with  drought,  and  man  and  cattle  suffer  famine  and 
death,  as  happens  anyhow  from  time  to  time;  should  his  view 
prevail,  would  not  the  wretched  and  the  hungry  be  first  to 
seize  the  unblest  prophet  and  drive  him  out  in  scorn,  or  in  rage 
fling  his  mangled  body  beyond  the  gates  of  Bethel,  to  lie  there 
unburied  like  the  carcass  of  an  ass? 

A hushed  dread  hung  over  the  court  and  crowd,  as  the  priest 
spoke  of  perils  to  a country  bereft  of  the  protection  of  its 
divine  rites.  Now,  sure  of  his  impression  on  the  audience, 
Amaziah  turned  in  conclusion  to  Amos,  speaking  forgivingly 
and  almost  entreatingly:  “O  seer,  go!  Starry-eyed  dreamer, 
impractical  idealist,  for  your  own  safety,  for  the  peace  of  your 
own  soul,  to  keep  your  virtue  untainted  and  your  illusions  un- 
damaged, go  away  of  your  own  accord,  flee  to  the  solitude  of 
your  flocks  and  forests  of  Tekoa!” 

If,  however,  the  shepherd  should  prove  obstinate  and  refuse 
to  leave,  Amaziah  felt  duty-bound  to  submit  to  the  court  an 
official  request  and  recommendation  for  deportation,  signed 
without  dissent  by  all  the  members  of  the  College  of  Priests  at 
Bethel. 

The  next  speaker  was  chosen  to  represent  the  Association  of 
the  Bar  of  the  City  of  Bethel.  Skilled  in  the  arts  of  rhetoric, 
and  following  the  custom  of  the  ancients,  he  would  begin  with 
a deft  compliment  to  the  wisdom  and  honesty  of  the  court 
whose  true  administration  of  justice  was  the  firmest  pillar  of 
good  government.  He  would  then  proceed  to  win  the  favor  of 
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the  crowd  by  a play  for  laughter.  He  would  ridicule  the  sim- 
plistic jurisprudence  of  the  shepherd  of  Tekoa  with  his  appeal 
to  the  old,  good  days  and  ways  of  the  desert:  “Did  you  bring 
to  me  sacrifices  and  offerings  the  forty  years  in  the  wilderness, 
O house  of  Israel?”  Such  return  to  primitivism  would  wipe 
out  all  the  advances  of  civilization  won  by  a proud  and  pros- 
perous people  in  half  a millennium  since  it  left  the  wasteland. 

After  such  preliminaries,  the  speaker  would  proceed  to  the 
heart  of  his  argument.  Examined  closely,  the  new  doctrines  of 
Amos  amount  to  arbitrary  abrogation  of  an  undisputed  part 
of  legal  theory  and  practice  regulating  the  procedure  in  the 
gate  and  the  rites  of  ancestral  worship.  They  break  with  the 
tradition  of  secular  and  sacred  law  as  heretofore  known  in 
Israel.  How  irresponsible,  at  bottom,  his  invocation  of  justice, 
always  a sign  of  the  ignorant  layman  unschooled  to  think  in 
legal  terms.1 

By  easy,  hazy  appeals  to  righteousness  and  the  whole  cluster 
of  virtues,  he  would  have  us  disestablish  the  uncontested  basis 
of  all  common  law,  whose  working  rule  must  be  stare  decisis: 
to  adhere  to  and  abide  by  decided  cases.  Without  regard,  in- 
deed, without  reverence  for  legal  precedent,  the  scales  of 
justice  can  not  be  kept  even  and  steady;  there  would  be  no 
stability,  no  predictability,  no  certainty  in  the  law.  The  courts 
would  be  thrown  open  to  chance  and  whim  and  arbitrariness. 
There  would  be  no  desire  for  knowledge  of  law  or  legal  prec- 
edent, hence  also  no  need  for  the  practice  of  law  as  a profes- 
sion, and  no  demand  for  lawyers.  This  is  no  selfish  or  narrow 
professional  appeal  on  behalf  of  the  Bar.  Without  the  safe- 
guards of  statutory  law,  and  the  standards  of  common  law, 
and  the  canons  of  holy  law,  who  would  be  the  first  victims  of 
unscrupulous  and  bribable  judges?  Certainly  not  the  rich  and 
the  haughty  who  can  buy  or  bully  justice  in  the  gate,  but  the 
helpless,  the  fatherless,  the  friendless  would  be  abandoned  to 
greed  and  the  guile  of  the  moneyed,  and  to  magistrates  un- 
restrained by  legal  principle  or  precedent.  Would  not  the  very 
poor  in  desperation  band  together  against  their  would-be 
tribune  and  cast  his  maimed  body  to  the  dunghill?  To  forestall 
mob  outburst  and  lynch  law  which  would  sully  the  good 
reputation  of  the  country,  the  lawyers  of  Bethel  in  duly  con- 
voked plenary  session  unanimously  voted  to  ask  for  an  in- 
junction restraining  the  stranger  of  Tekoa  from  harassing  the 
public  peace,  returning  him  to  his  native  land,  in  protective 
custody  if  necessary,  until  he  had  safely  reached  the  borders 
of  Judea. 
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The  third  to  speak  in  court  was  a lady,  appearing  on  behalf 
of  the  Daughters  of  the  Confederacy — that  is,  the  Confederacy 
of  the  Tribes  of  Israel.  She  found  the  message  of  the  Judean 
herdsman  very  disturbing:  “Are  you  not  like  the  Ethiopians 
to  Me,  O children  of  Israel?  says  the  Lord.  Did  I not  bring 
up  Israel  from  the  land  of  Egypt,  and  the  Philistines  from 
Caphtor,  and  Aram  from  Kir?”  (Amos  9:7).  This  seemed 
ill-bred,  ill-tempered,  and  altogether  illogical.  Are  we  not 
Israel,  and  thus,  unlike  the  heathen,  in  a very  special  and  inti- 
mate and  incomparable  relation  to  the  God  of  Israel?  Of 
course,  of  course,  since  there  is  but  one  God,  He  must  be  the 
God  of  the  whole  world.  But  does  this  necessarily  imply  that 
God  cares  no  more  for  the  people  of  the  covenant  which  He 
freed  from  bondage  than  He  cares  for  their  inveterate  enemies, 
the  uncircumcised  Philistines?  Naturally  lines  of  communica- 
tion must  be  maintained  between  the  one  God  of  the  universe 
and  all  the  peoples  of  the  earth.  We,  the  Daughters  of  the 
Confederacy,  neither  question  nor  deny  any  race  equal  access 
to  the  Lord,  but  cannot  such  access  to  the  Lord  be  made  equal 
but  separate?  The  doctrine  of  equal  but  separate  for  white 
Israel  and  for  dark-skinned  Ethiopians  would  secure  facilities 
of  religious  uplift  to  all,  keeping  them  universal  yet  not  uni- 
form. Provisions  permitting  or  even  requiring  the  separation  of 
the  races  do  not  necessarily  imply  inferiority  of  either  race  to 
the  other.  It  is  a fallacy  that  such  a doctrine  would  stamp  the 
colored  race  with  the  badge  of  inferiority.2  If  this  be  so,  it  is 
not  by  reason  of  anything  in  Israel’s  religion  or  law,  but  solely 
because  the  colored  Ethiopians  choose  to  put  that  construction 
upon  it. 

In  any  event,  the  lady  speaker  concluded,  there  is  no  reason 
in  the  world  why  this  unmannered,  unneighborly  agitator 
should  be  suffered  to  abuse  the  traditional  freedom  and  amity 
of  the  fair  peoples  of  the  North. 

Similar  disapproval  was  voiced  in  the  name  of  the  Hebrew 
Legion,  on  behalf  of  the  Veterans  of  the  Israelitish  Wars  of 
Independence.  The  spokesman,  in  a neat  army  uniform,  called 
attention  to  the  slur  on  patriotism  and  danger  to  good  citizen- 
ship, if  the  ideas  of  Amos  were  freely  to  be  advocated:  “You 
only  have  I known  of  all  the  families  of  the  earth;  therefore  I 
will  punish  you  for  all  your  iniquities”  (Amos  3:2).  Such 
notions  are  plainly  subversive  of  all  soldierly  and  civic  virtue, 
a threat  to  the  security  of  the  nation  which  had  just  emerged 
victorious  from  a long  struggle  with  Aram.  Consider  also 
statements  worded  with  deliberate  slipperiness:  “Behold,  the 
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eyes  of  the  Lord  God  are  upon  the  sinful  kingdom,  and  I will 
destroy  it  from  off  the  face  of  the  earth,  except  that  I will 
not  utterly  destroy  the  house  of  Jacob,  said  the  Lord”  (Amos 
9:8).  The  ambiguity  seems  designed,  permitting  two  interpre- 
tations. Either  it  is  sheer  bias  in  favor  of  Judah,  called  here 
“the  house  of  Jacob,”  which  will  escape  destruction,  while  the 
“sinful  kingdom”  or  our  northern  realm  is  threatened  with 
death  by  this  partisan  propagandist  of  the  South.  Or,  still 
worse,  the  last  clause  with  its  negative  particle  placed  con- 
spicuously out  of  its  customary  word  order  in  Hebrew,3  would 
seem  to  suggest  that  like  any  other  guilty  people,  sinful  Israel, 
too,  will  be  destroyed:  why  should  the  house  of  Jacob  alone 
claim  exception  from  divine  justice?  This  insults  the  valiant 
heroes  of  the  nation  and  her  slain  on  the  field  of  battle  who 
defended  to  the  very  last  what  all  deemed  their  honor  and  their 
duty  “right  or  wrong — my  country.” 

Amaziah  received  many  messages  of  support  which  he 
wisely  kept  unheralded.  An  expert  in  public  relations,  he 
shrewdly  avoided  even  the  faintest  suspicion  of  being  swayed 
by  the  pressure  of  lobbyists  for  private  or  collective  interests. 
This  is  why  no  mention  was  made  of  the  protest  of  the  Cham- 
ber of  Commerce  in  Bethel  and  Gilgal,  alarmed  at  what  a stop- 
page of  pilgrimages  to  their  shrines  might  do  to  the  tourist 
trade  of  those  holy  cities.  Nor  would  Amaziah  release  for  publi- 
cation vehement  attacks  on  the  prophet  because  of  his  de- 
nunciation of  sacrifices  and  rejection  of  all  offerings  in  the 
temples,  which  roused  the  ire  of  the  Meat  and  Poultry  Pur- 
veyors, the  Dairymen’s  League,  and  the  Consolidated  Whole- 
sale Florists  of  Northern  Israel.  Similarly,  he  ignored  frantic 
appeals  made  by  powerful  temple  unions  such  as  the  Congress 
of  Liturgical  Organizations  which  warned  of  disastrous  unem- 
ployment, if  the  sanctuaries  be  closed. 

Amaziah  made  only  one  exception,  and  disclosed  a com- 
munication received  from  the  Israelitish  Society  of  Composers, 
Authors,  and  Publishers,  known  popularly  as  ISCAP.  It  minced 
no  words  about  the  boorishness  of  the  Judean  shepherd  as 
shown  in  an  utterance  incredible  in  this  day  and  age  if  it  were 
not  well  attested:  “Take  away  from  Me  the  noise  of  your 
songs,  and  let  Me  not  hear  the  melody  of  your  harps.”  Such 
hostility  to  music  and  psalmody,  such  hatred  of  art  and  cul- 
ture, shows  up  the  man  for  what  he  is,  an  uncouth  rustic  and 
fanatic  who  should  promptly  be  returned  where  he  belongs,  to 
his  sheep  and  sycamores  in  Tekoa. 

One  could  go  on;  with  the  benefit  of  hindsight  it  is  easy  to 
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laugh  at  lost  causes  and  caricature  the  past.  That  so  much 
wit  can  be  implied  in  the  Writ,  shows  not  only  the  pertinacity 
of  human  traits,  but  also  the  pertinence  and  recurring  appeal 
of  Scripture. 

In  justice  to  the  ancients,  however,  we  must  not  lose  sight 
of  the  amazing  freedom  of  speech  in  the  northern  kingdom  of 
Israel.  After  all,  Amos  was  not  burned  at  the  stake,  nor  liqui- 
dated in  a political  witch-craft  trial,  nor  even  condemned  to 
drink  the  cup  of  hemlock  by  an  enraged  citizenry.  He  was 
permitted  peaceably  to  repair  to  his  native  Tekoa  where  he 
wrote  his  book,  which  after  two  years — because  of  an  earth- 
quake he  was  believed  to  have  foretold — made  him  nationally 
famous,  and  ultimately  a part  of  the  most  widely  read  book 
in  civilization. 

In  short,  the  banishment  of  Amos  from  Bethel  proved  an  act 
of  folly  very  soon.  The  prophet  was  vindicated  within  his  life- 
time by  his  own  generation  and  upheld  by  every  subsequent 
generation,  no  one  dissenting.  The  decision  of  the  clergy  or 
court  at  Bethel  was  repudiated  by  the  people,  and  one  can  say 
in  a very  real  sense  that  it  was  repealed  by  the  inclusion  of  the 
book  of  Amos  in  the  biblical  canon.  It  is  this  unanimous  ver- 
dict of  history,  not  the  blunder  at  Bethel,  which  we  have  in 
mind  when  speaking  of  the  case  of  Amos  vs.  Amaziah.  This  is 
the  verdict  which  haunts  the  memory,  and  will  forever  merit 
the  attention  of  students  of  religion  and  students  of  law. 


B.  A Parallel  in  American  History: 
Marbury  vs.  Madison 


And  it  is  in  this  sense  that  one  may  speak  of  Amos  vs. 
Amaziah  as  a landmark  in  Jewish  history.  For  a period  of 
three  hundred  years  (from  750-430  B.  C.),  the  age  of  classical 
prophecy  hammered  deeply  into  the  conscience  of  the  people 
the  implications  of  all  Amos  thought  and  taught.  In  ceaseless, 
passionate  denunciation,  his  successors  and  disciples  exhorted 
and  upbraided  the  nation,  which  hallowed  their  words,  and  set 
them  alongside  their  ancient  legacy,  the  Torah  of  Moses,  as 
part  of  Sacred  Scripture. 

It  is  difficult  to  compare  the  impact  of  Amos  vs.  Amaziah 
with  anything  in  secular  history.  One  naturally  hesitates  to 
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apply  modem  categories  to  times  when  men  still  walked  and 
talked  with  God.  But  there  is  a good  point  to  what  George 
Eliot  said  in  one  of  her  poems,  the  gist  of  which  is  that  God 
himself  might  conceivably  make  better  fiddles  than  Stradivari’s, 
but  by  no  means  certainly,  since  as  a matter  of  fact,  God 
orders  his  best  fiddles  of  Stradivari.  The  rabbis  may  have  had 
something  similar  in  mind  when  they  declared  that  “Scripture 
speaks  a human  tongue,”  4 which  at  once  would  validate  the 
whole  science  of  comparative  law,  literature  and  linguistics, 
indeed  any  study  of  history  which  sheds  light  on  man.  In  this 
spirit,  one  may  suggest  a parallel  to  Amos  vs.  Amaziah  from 
recent  history:  Marbury  vs.  Madison  (1803),  a landmark  in 
American  constitutional  law. 

_ This  famous  decision  of  John  Marshall  laid  down  the  prin- 
ciple of  judicial  review  of  the  constitutionality  of  legislation — 
a peculiarly  American  doctrine,  one  which  is  America’s  con- 
tribution to  the  science  of  law.  It  vests  with  the  Supreme 
Court  exclusive  power  to  pass  upon  the  validity  of  acts  of  leg- 
islature, and  to  declare  void  any  statute  repugnant  to  the  con- 
stitution. No  word  or  hint  in  the  constitution  gave  the  judiciary 
this  power  to  annul  legislation,  nor  was  there  any  precedent 
for  it  in  the  British  system  of  government  where  parliament  is 
supreme,  free  and  unrestrained  by  courts.  It  is  altogether  the 
achievement  of  a man  of  courage  and  vision  who  lent  effectual 
enforcement  to  the  limitations  on  power  written  into  the  con- 
stitution, and  thus  made  possible  the  American  experiment  of 
liberty  under  law. 

John  Marshall  was  a backwoodsman,  not  a bookman.  He 
was  bred  by  the  frontier,  and  his  formal  training  in  the  law 
consisted  in  attending,  for  perhaps  six  weeks  in  all,6  lectures 
at  William  and  Mary  College  given  by  George  Wythe,  after- 
wards chancellor  of  Virginia.  But  Marshall  was  endowed  with 
a bold  mind,  extraordinary  power  of  logic,  robust  common 
sense,  and  a love  of  fun  and  laughter. 

Many  a tale  preserves  the  flavor  of  the  man.  Rumor  had  it 
that  he  was  partial  to  good  wine,  that  his  fondness  for  a 
special  variety  imported  from  Madeira  was  so  well  known, 
one  of  the  most  popular  brands  of  that  wine  was  called  “Su- 
preme Court.”  Now  occasionally  the  judges  in  Washington 
had  spasms  of  reform  and  would  decide  to  get  along  without 
wine  at  dinner,  except  on  rainy  days.  It  was  not  long  before 
Marshall  would  turn  to  his  friend  and  associate  at  the  Court, 
saying:  “Brother  Story,  step  to  the  window  and  see  if  it  does 
not  look  like  rain.”  Joseph  Story  (whose  learning  was  the  per- 
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feet  complement  to  Marshall’s  gift  of  logic)  would  dolefully 
report  that  the  sun  was  shining  brightly.  Whereupon  the  Chief 
Justice  ruled:  “Our  jurisdiction  extends  over  so  large  a terri- 
tory that  the  law  of  chance  makes  it  certain  that  it  must  be 
raining  somewhere,”  and  ordered  his  Madeira.6 

Obviously,  a man  of  such  ready  resourcefulness,  who  could 
not  playfully  deny  himself,  could  not  in  earnest  deny  the  whole 
nation,  about  to  conquer  a continent,  the  stable  government  it 
needed.  He  was  convinced  the  new  republic  had  passed  that 
stage  of  its  growth  when  it  could  advantageously  employ 
either  the  appeal  to  heaven  or  the  appeal  to  the  people.  The 
first,  as  John  Locke  taught  7 and  as  the  generation  of  the  war 
of  independence  well  remembered,  meant  the  people’s  resort 
to  arms  in  defense  of  their  threatened  liberties.  Appeal  to 
heaven  was  the  right  to  revolution,  a dangerous  principle  of 
statecraft  in  a post-revolutionary  period  of  history,  when  the 
survival  of  the  new  nation  demanded  a durable  social  order 
above  all.  The  ghosts  of  Daniel  Shay’s  infamous  rebellion  still 
lingered  in  people’s  memory.  Marshall  also  maintained  a 
healthy  scepticism  of  those  who,  like  Thomas  Jefferson,  wanted 
to  refer  final  decision  in  every  constitutional  controversy  to 
the  consent  of  the  governed  or  the  people  as  a whole,  the 
sovereign  fountainhead  of  legitimacy.  Marshall  believed  the 
people’s  exercise  of  their  right  to  establish  a constitution  was  a 
very  great  exertion,8  a rare  historic  exaltation  which  by  its 
nature  cannot  and  ought  not  commonly  and  continually  be 
repeated.  Furthermore,  frequent  appeal  to  the  people  was  no 
way  to  ensure  or  enforce  constitutional  rights,  for  it  would 
needlessly  disturb  the  nation’s  tranquility,  and  make  the  pas- 
sions and  not  the  reason  of  the  public  sit  in  judgment.  Appeal 
to  the  courts,  rather  than  appeal  to  heaven  or  appeal  to  the 
people,  would  give  the  very  fabric  of  government  a steadying 
force.  It  would  moreover  render  the  constitution  capable  of 
enduring  for  ages  by  interpretative  adaptation  to  the  changing 
needs  of  the  future.  In  Marbury  vs.  Madison  judicial  suprem- 
acy was  recognized  and  the  judiciary  declared  the  protector 
of  basic  liberties  of  the  people,  and  the  ultimate  arbiter  of 
what  is  and  what  is  not  law  under  the  constitution. 

The  full  implications  of  this  epochal  decision  John  Marshall 
may  have  never  contemplated,  nor  may  the  short  span  of  the 
century  and  a half  since  his  time  fully  exhaust  these  implica- 
tions. What  Marshall  received  was  scarcely  more  than  a parch- 
ment, what  he  transmitted  was  a viable  instrument  for  the 
reign  of  law  on  a new  and  vast  mainland.  The  practice  of 
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judicial  review  of  legislation  raised  the  constitution  beyond  the 
reach  of  statute  and  state,  elevating  and  enthroning  it  as  the 
paramount  law  in  the  land.  Marshall  made  a community  of 
language  a community  in  law  as  well.  He  thus  became  one  of 
the  chief  architects  not  only  of  the  supremacy  of  the  consti- 
tution, but  also  of  the  indivisible  oneness  of  the  nation.  It  has 
been  rightly  said 9 that  his  was  the  theory  of  America  for 
which  Webster  spoke,  and  Grant  fought,  and  Lincoln  died,  a 
theory  now  a cornerstone  of  the  republic. 

To  be  sure,  the  theory' had  its  predecessors,  and  was  neither 
novel  nor  original.  What  accounts  for  its  extraordinary  effect 
is  its  ready  acceptance  by  the  people.  An  old  story  from  the 
days  of  the  American  revolution  tells  of  an  excited  lady  in 
Philadelphia  asking  Benjamin  Franklin  if  it  were  true  that  we 
had  a republic.  “Yes,  madam,  if  you  can  keep  it,”  was  his 
sage  reply.  John  Marshall  succeeded  in  establishing  judicial 
supremacy  because  the  people  have  been  willing  to  keep  it. 
The  nation  took  to  it,  and  their  common  consent  and  constant 
cooperation  made  it  work.  The  sheer  existence  of  judicial  re- 
view, even  without  its  being  exercised,  shields  the  Bill  of 
Rights  by  restraining  Congress  and  State  from  passing  laws 
restrictive  of  liberty.  Trust  in  the  law  as  the  mainstay  of 
freedom  has  become  a mark  of  the  national  character.  As  an 
educational  and  moral  force  Marbury  vs.  Madison  has  shaped 
the  American  mind.  To  all  this  must  be  added  its  legal  import, 
of  which  it  was  possible  to  say  without  extravagance:  “Upon 
this  rock  the  nation  has  been  built.”  10 

Amos  vs.  Amaziah  can  be  said  to  have  had  a similar  influ- 
ence in  the  history  of  Israel.  The  decision  has  been  woven 
into  the  very  fiber  of  Jewish  institutions,  and  has  molded  the 
character  of  the  Jewish  people.  Down  to  this  day,  its  insights 
color  the  common  outlook  of  the  Jew,  inform  his  folkways, 
enter  his  every  day  speech.  The  subsequent  career  of  Judaism 
bears  the  indelible  imprint  of  that  verdict. 


C.  Semantics  of  Justice 


What  made  Amos  vs.  Amaziah  weigh  so  heavily  in  the  an- 
nals of  history?  I can  only  attempt  a hint  or  an  inkling  of  an 
answer. 
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I do  so  best  by  returning  to  the  vision  of  Amos,  as  he  saw 
the  Lord  standing  beside  a wall  with  a plumbline  in  His  hand. 
It  is  a homely  lesson  any  mason  could  understand  and  impart: 
a wall  to  stand  and  to  endure  must  be  straight  and  strong, 
without  fault  of  construction.  If  it  be  out  of  plumb,  the  taller 
the  wall,  the  surer  its  fall.  The  imagery  seems  to  suggest  that 
what  the  law  of  gravitation  is  to  nature,  justice  is  to  society. 
Or  in  the  language  of  Isaiah  (30:13-14)  who  embellished  the 
thought  of  Amos:  iniquity  in  a commonwealth  is  like  a crack 
in  a high  wall;  barely  visible,  it  can  bring  the  entire  structure 
tumbling  down,  the  crash  coming  suddenly,  in  an  instant,  like 
that  of  a potter’s  vessel  smashed  so  ruthlessly  not  one  sherd 
is  left  with  which  to  scoop  up  fire  from  a hearth  or  to  dip 
water  out  of  a cistern. 

Such  images  and  ideas  were  prompted  no  doubt  by  the  very 
meaning  of  the  Hebrew  words  for  “just”  and  “righteous,” 
and  by  their  synonyms:  “straight”  ( yashar ),  “steady”  {ken), 
“firm”  ( nakhon ),  “sound”  (tam)  or  “whole”  ( shalem ).  “He 
leadeth  me  in  paths  of  righteousness”  (Psalms  23:3)  actually 
means  “in  a straight  path.”  “Perfect  and  just  weight  you  shall 
have”  (Deuteronomy  25:15)  refers  to  whole  and  intact  weight. 
Even  the  Hebrew  root  for  “faith”  or  “truth”  can  be  used  of  a 
house:  “I  shall  build  you  a faithful  (or  a true)  house” 
(1  Kings  11:38),  that  is  to  say,  a sure  and  firm  house,  able  to 
last.  Of  the  aging  Moses  who  kept  his  arms  in  uplifted  position 
until  the  sun  set,  it  is  said  in  the  Hebrew  Bible:  His  hands 
were  “faith,”  or  “truth”;  that  is,  his  hands  were  steady.  A 
sanctuary  is  “justified”  (Daniel  8:14),  when  it  is  rebuilt  or  re- 
stored. Righteous  and  strong  can  be  synonyms  in  Hebrew 
(Isaiah  49:24).  Therefore  when  prophet  and  psalmist  stress 
God’s  “righteousness  and  strength”  (Isaiah  45:24,  see  Psalms 
71:16-19),  they  really  want  to  say  that  His  is  infinite  strength. 
The  examples  could  be  easily  multiplied,11  but  enough  is  indi- 
cated to  show  the  underlying  notion  that  justice  is  strength,  by 
which  a social  structure  is  able  to  maintain  itself.  It  is  as  if 
the  very  roots  of  the  Hebrew  words  would  whisper  that  what 
soundness  is  to  construction,  or  health  to  the  body,  justice  is  to 
society. 

These  are  edifying  thoughts  worthy  of  the  holy  tongue, 
the  language  of  the  Holy  Writ.  But  they  are  nothing  new,  they 
are  inherent  in  Hebrew,  inherited  and  hardened  as  it  were 
by  household  habits  of  the  vernacular  long  before  Amos  met 
Amaziah.  Amos  and  Amaziah  shared  alike  the  living  legacy 
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of  the  language  in  which  both  were  bred,  and  imbibed  such 
figures  and  metaphors  from  infancy.  These  are  common 
speech  patterns,  natural  and  native  to  Hebrew,  deriving  their 
persuasiveness  from  the  semantic  subsoil  of  the  root  words 
themselves.  But  is  not  that  precisely  their  limitation?  Their 
very  involvement  with  the  Hebrew  language  would  make  them 
parochial. 


D.  Rite  and  Right 


There  is  hardly  a people  or  culture  which  from  the  earliest 
times  did  not  seek  a larger  validation  for  its  peculiar  way  of 
life.  All  peoples  sense  a connection  between  what  they  hold  to 
be  right  and  mysterious  forces  operating  in  nature.  “Even  the 
stork  in  heavens  knows  her  seasons,  and  the  turtle  dove,  the 
swallow  and  thrush  keep  the  time  of  their  coming,  but  my 
people  know  not  the  ordinance  of  the  Lord”  (Jeremiah  8:7). 
Not  only  the  philosophers  assume  and  assert  kinship  between 
the  moral  law  within  and  the  starry  universe  without.  Every 
society  would  like  to  convince  itself  that  what  it  cares  for  most 
is  approved  of  by  the  gods,  and  has  its  source  and  support  in 
the  ground  of  reality  itself.  The  pity  of  it  is  that  men  only  too 
often  succeed  in  giving  their  local  ardors  and  tribal  zeals  cos- 
mic sanction. 

To  take  a concrete  example:  The  more  we  know  of  Chinese 
art,  poetry,  and  philosophy  of  life,  the  more  we  admire  the 
heights  that  civilization  attained.  The  ideal  of  the  serene  sage 
as  exemplified  by  Confucius,  and  his  vision  of  a tranquil  so- 
ciety, have  had  a deep  hold  and  long  influence  on  the  soul  of 
China,  and  explain  the  unique  veneration,  even  state-cult,  he 
enjoyed  throughout  the  ages.  Now  it  is  characteristic  of  Con- 
fucianism that  it  assumes  a universal  natural  order  in  the 
heart  of  man  as  well  as  in  the  physical  universe.  It  knows  of 
five  basic  relations  between  men:  of  prince  to  subject,  father 
to  son,  husband  to  wife,  elder  brother  to  younger,  and  friend 
to  friend.  These  correspond  to  five  geographic  points  (center, 
south,  north,  east  and  west),  five  planets,  five  metals,  five 
cereals,  five  colors  and  five  sounds.  There  is  constant  interac- 
tion between  these  pentads  in  the  larger  order  of  nature  and 
in  the  world  of  man.  By  living  in  conformity  with  the  moral 
law,  man  helps  to  sustain  the  harmony  of  the  universe. 
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Human  society  is  founded  on  duties  flowing  from  the  five 
principal  relationships,  taught  by  the  example  of  the  wise  and 
just  ruler,  and  divined  by  everybody  through  the  observance 
of  rites  which,  in  association  with  music,  will  suffice  to  secure 
peace  throughout  the  realm.  Scholars,  too,  perform  a useful 
and  necessary  function  in  society  by  giving  things  their  exact 
definition  and  designation.  Known  as  the  “doctrine  of  rectifi- 
cation of  names,”  this  praise  of  learning  and  of  the  proper  use 
of  logic  and  language  springs  from  the  assumption  that  if  words 
are  misused,  language  will  not  conform  to  reality  and  affairs 
will  not  prosper,  rites  and  music  will  languish  and  chaos  will 
ensue  both  among  men  and  in  the  nature  of  things.12 

Knowledge  of  the  nature  of  things  and  compliance  with 
the  natural  laws  are  the  way  ( tao ) of  wisdom  and  virtue,  and 
concord  between  heaven  and  earth  is  their  result  and  reward. 
It  is  natural  in  winter  to  dress  warmly  and  in  summer  to  wear 
lighter  clothes.  Were  one  to  reverse  the  procedure  and  wear 
heavy  clothes  in  summer,  the  logic  of  the  argument  requires, 
and  so  the  ancients  actually  believed,  that  the  very  sequence 
of  the  seasons  would  be  thrown  in  confusion,  for  man’s  mis- 
takes upset  the  order  and  harmony  of  the  universe. 

The  conviction  that  moral  values  are  grounded  in  the  ulti- 
mate nature  of  things,  the  Chinese  share  with  the  great  re- 
ligious and  philosophical  systems  of  the  world.  But  such 
insights  in  Confucianism  seem  impoverished,  because  too 
much  is  asserted:  conventions  of  dress  and  decorum,  local 
habits  and  ceremonials,  are  treated  on  a par  with  general  and 
fundamental  law.  Failing  to  distinguish  rite  (Zi)  from  right 
(fa),  Confucianism  would  seem  to  attach  the  same  relevance 
to  manners  and  morals,  to  picturesque  folkways  and  principal 
ethical  commandments.  Such  a system  remains  trapped  in 
primitive  magic,  unable  to  transcend  its  own  parochialism. 


E.  The  Conclusions  of  Amos  vs.  Amaziah 


What  makes  Amos  vs.  Amaziah  significant  is  that  here  re- 
ligion compelled  a break  with  pre-scientific  thought.  It  is  pre- 
cisely religion  which  prompted  and  induced  the  advance 
toward  universal  standards,  valid  and  applicable  everywhere. 
It  is  the  genius  of  monotheism  which  drove  the  herdsman  of 
Tekoa  to  pry  deeper  into  the  difference  between  usage  and 
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law,  between  contingent  custom  and  genuine  general  com- 
mandment. In  a horizon  meant  to  embrace  all  the  peoples  of 
the  earth,  as  is  the  case  in  biblical  religion,  sooner  or  later  one 
was  bound  to  make  the  distinction  between  mores  which  fluc- 
tuated with  the  latitude  and  varied  with  the  meridian,  and 
conduct  considered  commonly  and  inherently  right. 

Some  modes  of  behavior  were  arbitrary,  simply  idiosyncra- 
sies of  locality.  Others  were  held  and  shared  by  all  men,  were 
recognized  within  the  borders  of  Israel  and  acknowledged 
beyond  them  by  Israel’s  foes,  the  Arameans;  they  were  ap- 
proved by  the  people  of  the  covenant  and  by  the  uncircum- 
cised Philistines,  by  fair-skinned  Hebrews  and  dark-skinned 
Ethiopians,  white  and  black  alike.  All  these  peoples  and  races 
had  a variety  of  observances  and  practices  which  differed  with 
the  landscape.  But  all  these  peoples  and  races  also  were  held 
by  the  biblical  faith  to  be  the  children  of  one  God,  the  father 
of  all  men.  It  would  seem  inconceivable,  if  underneath  their 
variety  a trace  or  token  of  their  common  origin  did  not  re- 
main. Whatever  their  differences,  the  fingerprint  of  the  Cre- 
ator should  be  discernible  in  all  His  creatures,  stamping  all  as 
fellow-bearers  of  the  divine  image. 

Amos  found  the  divine  signature  in  all  men  in  their  sense 
of  justice.  All  men  have  an  innate  desire  for  the  right,  an  in- 
born fear  of  arbitrary  force,  an  instinctive  response  to  wrong: 
It  is  not  right!  However  failing  or  blundering,  legal  systems 
everywhere  are  but  the  attempt  to  articulate  this  desire  for 
justice  and  to  incarnate  it  in  institutions  capable  of  lifting 
from  the  brow  of  man  the  fright  and  curse  of  brutal  force. 

Now  Amos  was  not  a mandarin,  intent  upon  “rectification 
of  names,”  nor  a professor,  immersed  in  the  varieties  of  an- 
thropology or  comparative  law.  Amos  was  a seer  who  beheld 
God  the  Lord  setting  a plumbline  to  the  walls  of  Israel,  and 
that  vision  gave  him  a measure  for  things  human  and  divine. 

Justice  has  always  appeared  binding  upon  men.  Therein 
Amaziah  did  not  differ  from  Amos.  Only,  to  Amaziah,  justice 
was  an  obligation  like  other  obligations,  a commandment 
among  many  commandments  of  the  law.  Injustice  was  im- 
proper, of  course,  but  neither  more  nor  less  offensive  than 
any  other  infringement  of  the  rules. 

Amos  vs.  Amaziah  makes  justice  the  supreme  command, 
overriding  every  other  consideration  or  obligation,  however 
important  to  the  life  of  the  community.  Justice  becomes  the 
categorical  imperative,  transcending  all  the  other  requirements 
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of  the  law.  Other  ills  of  society  are  remediable,  but  injustice  is 
a stab  at  the  vital  center  of  the  communal  whole.  It  instan- 
taneously stops  the  heartbeat  of  the  social  organism.  It  cuts  off 
the  life-giving  supply  of  health  and  strength  that  flow  through 
the  soul  of  the  community,  enabling  its  members  to  uphold 
the  harmony,  confidence  and  security  of  the  covenant.  The 
sheer  threat  and  dread  of  arbitrary  force  terrorize  and  bru- 
talize man.  They  throw  him  back  into  the  state  of  nature  and 
its  savage  standards:  Homo  homini  lupus.  Arbitrary  force 
shatters  the  image  of  God  in  man. 

Justice  is  the  soil  in  which  all  the  other  virtues  can  prosper. 
It  is  the  pre-condition  of  all  social  virtue,  indeed  of  all  com- 
munity life.  It  makes  civilized  existence,  it  makes  human 
existence  possible.  In  every  society  justice  must  be  the  para- 
mount concern,  for  it  is  the  very  foundation  of  all  society: 

“Let  justice  roll  down  like  waters, 

And  righteousness  as  a mighty  stream.” 

By  making  justice  the  supreme  end  and  the  culminating 
claim,  Amos  vs.  Amaziah  at  once  established  a clear  distinc- 
tion between  duties  of  worship  and  duties  of  righteousness. 

Worship  in  biblical  religion  could  never  be  an  end  in  itself, 
for  God  is  not  in  need  of  ritual,  as  in  magic  religions  of  an- 
tiquity where  the  performance  of  the  cult  replenished  the 
waning  energies  or  dying  fires  of  the  divine.  In  Israel,  worship 
is  God’s  favor  to  man,  an  act  of  His  grace  intended  for  the 
good  of  man, — not  God.  These  implications  of  the  biblical 
faith  Amos  vs.  Amaziah  clearly  recognized  by  making  ritual 
subserve  the  ends  of  righteousness. 

Ritual  is  propaedeutic  to  religion,  exercise  and  training  for 
spiritual  life,  discipline  in  the  restraints  of  holiness.  Worship 
is  meant  to  inspirit  man  with  passion  for  justice,  to  purify  and 
prepare  him  for  the  encounter  with  God. 

Where  ritual  becomes  estranged  from  its  aim  and  is  pur- 
sued for  ifs  own  sake,  instead  of  facilitating  an  approach,  it 
may  clog  and  clutter  it  with  impediments  and  importunities  of 
its  own;  it  may  even  make  the  very  encounter,  if  possible, 
impossible.  As  an  end  in  itself,  ritual  may  become  a stumbling 
block  in  religion. 

Amos  vs.  Amaziah  has  served  as  an  impassioned  reminder 
of  the  ever  present  danger  and  disposition  to  confuse  means 
with  ends.  Worship  and  ritual  are  means,  while  justice  and 
righteousness  are  ends.  More,  even,  righteousness  and  justice 
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are  the  encounter.  God  is  justice,  and  His  holiness  is  exalted 
in  righteousness. 

Whenever  and  wherever  such  claims  will  be  made  in  the 
course  of  history,  and  they  will  be  numberless,  the  decision  of 
Amos  vs.  Amaziah  will  be  invariably  invoked  or  inferred.  The 
heirs  to  prophecy  will  rehearse  and  reaffirm  this  verdict  in 
varied  circumstances  with  varied  stress  and  ever  new  choice  of 
words,  but  the  soul  and  substance  of  the  message  will  remain 
unchanged.  God  requires  devotion,  not  devotions.  Sacrifice 
and  prayer  cannot  serve  as  substitutes  for  justice.  Fasts  and 
penances  may  be  indulged  even  by  the  wicked,  while  the  right- 
eous may  delight  in  the  merriments  of  life  without  detriment 
to  virtue: 

“Did  not  your  father  eat  and  drink 

And  do  justice  and  righteousness? 

Then  it  was  well  with  him. 

He  judged  the  cause  of  the  poor  and  needy  . . . 

Is  not  this  to  know  Me?” 

(Jeremiah  22: 15f.) 

In  letter  and  in  spirit  it  is  the  lesson  and  legacy  of  Amos  vs. 
Amaziah. 

Religion  has  never  been  the  same  since,  for  that  historic 
decision  made  plain  and  clear  what  does  please  God  most:  not 
skill  in  worship  but  will  to  justice.  That  decision,  however, 
reaches  beyond  the  realm  of  religion  and  has  influenced,  also, 
all  subsequent  notions  of  biblical  law. 

All  law  is  innately  conservative.  Stare  super  antiquas  vias 
is  a stubborn  tendency  of  law  everywhere.  Rules  of  law  com- 
monly grow  from  what  is  inherited  from  the  past  and  handed 
down  by  tradition,  by  ancestral  habit  and  established  usage. 
Observance  of  customs  attaches  man  to  other  men,  and  thus 
detaches  him  from  himself:  it  enhances  social  solidarity  and 
increases  the  group’s  sense  of  security.  Usages  grow  stabilized 
as  laws,  and  what  is  laid  down  by  custom  becomes  accepted 
as  right. 

Amos  vs.  Amaziah  insists  that  a clear  distinction  be  made 
not  only  between  rite  and  right,  but  also  between  custom  and 
law.  However  ancient  or  venerable,  however  conducive  to 
social  cohesion  or  to  public  safety,  a legal  practice  must  recom- 
mend and  validate  itself  ever  anew  by  one  test  and  one  test 
only:  that  it  serves  the  ends  of  justice.  That  was  the  meaning 
of  the  vision  shown  to  Amos:  the  plumbline  set  to  the  wall 
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knows  no  other  measure  but  straight  or  crooked.  It  is  only 
natural  that  such  views  brought  Amos  into  clashes  with  the 
law  as  exercised  in  his  day  and  founded  on  legal  usage  or  the 
custom  in  the  gate. 

“Oh  you  who  turn  justice  to  wormwood 
And  cast  down  righteousness  to  the  earth! 

They  hate  him  who  reproves  in  the  gate, 

And  abhor  him  who  speaks  uprightly. 

Seek  good,  and  not  evil,  that  you  may  live  . . . 

Hate  evil,  and  love  good 

And  establish  justice  in  the  gate.” 

(Amos  5:7,  5:10,  5:14f.) 

This  new  and  exclusive  measure  for  the  law,  that  it  serve 
only  justice  and  nothing  else,  must  have  precipitated  much  dis- 
cord, “hate”  and  “abhorrence”  of  the  “reprover”  who  spoke 
his  mind  “uprightly.”  Of  course,  Amos  lashed  the  abusers  and 
miscarriers  of  justice  with  fierce  candor.  Therein  he  was 
joined  in  his  day  by  the  honest  and  well  meaning  disciples  of 
the  law.  But  Amos  must  have  driven  such  good  people  to  dis- 
traction no  less  by  his  single-minded  concentration  on  justice 
and  justice  only.  One  can  well  imagine  him  shocking  the 
scholars  of  the  law  by  saying  that  justice  can  be  defeated  not 
only  by  venality  and  corruption  of  judges,  but  by  the  intricate 
craft  of  the  law  itself.  The  mischievous  subtlety  of  the  law  can 
frustrate  the  very  ends  of  the  law.  The  sheer  inertia  of  outlived 
tradition,  the  dead  weight  of  the  knowledge  of  the  past,  may 
stifle  the  living  flame  of  justice. 

The  idiom,  of  course,  is  modern,  but  the  issues  are  as  old 
as  the  law.  Quieta  non  movere  is  as  ingrained  in  law  as  in 
religion.  In  all  ages  a predilection  for  the  archaic  and  cere- 
monious will  often  blunt  and  warp  judgment,  and  predispose 
it  in  favor  of  the  bygone  rather  than  the  unborn,  of  the  obso- 
lete instead  of  the  untried.  Again,  the  inveterate  human  bent 
to  confuse  means  and  ends  may  smother  justice  in  legal  techni- 
calities, making  the  very  virtues  of  the  law  its  worst  enemies, 
turning  impartiality  into  inflexibility,  standards  of  precision 
into  pedantry,  the  sense  of  responsibility  into  either  irresolu- 
tion or  a resigned  deference  to  prior  rulings.  In  short,  as  in 
religion,  law’s  own  preliminaries  can  conspire  to  make  its 
purpose,  justice,  impossible. 

In  law,  as  in  matters  of  faith,  Amos  vs.  Amaziah  rendered 
a clear-cut  decision:  what  ritual  is  to  religion,  custom  in  the 
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gate — or  legal  precedent — is  to  justice.  The  value  of  precedent 
is  that  it  secures  for  posterity  the  gains  of  history,  the  fund 
of  legal  experience,  won  by  centuries  of  painful  growth  and 
uphill  advance  toward  civilization.  Precedent  furnishes  a floor 
beneath  which  legal  practice  will  not  sink,  but  above  which  it 
is  free  to  rise,  vouchsafing  a minimum  of  justice  and  standards 
of  rights  achieved  by  many  generations.  What  ritual  is  to  re- 
ligion, legal  precedent  is  to  justice — beginning  and  not  end, 
floor  and  not  ceiling,  invitation  and  incentive  to  ever  new 
ascent  toward  the  right,  and  ever  growng  approximation  of 
justice. 

Ritual  like  precedent  is  a footprint  left  by  the  encounter  of 
just  and  holy  men  with  God  who  is  holiness  and  justice.  Foot- 
prints like  these  deserve  to  be  followed,  as  they  may  lead 
again  to  the  source  of  holiness  and  justice.  The  destination  to 
which  they  point,  to  which  they  summon,  makes  these  foot- 
prints priceless.  But  it  would  be  idolatry  to  adore  them  for 
their  own  sake,  as  if  they  were  the  ultimate  terminal. 


F.  Hesiod  vs.  Perses 


Only  one  other  people,  one  other  culture  of  antiquity  was 
able  to  disengage  custom  from  right.  This  was  another  of  the 
glories  of  ancient  Greece.  One  can  trace  the  event  also  to 
approximately  the  eighth  century  B.  C.,  to  the  lawsuit  of 
Hesiod  vs.  Perses,  the  counterpart  and  contemporaries  of 
Amos  vs.  Amaziah ,13 

Hesiod,  the  peasant-poet  of  Ascra  near  Mount  Helicon  in 
Boeotia,  left  a vivid  account  of  a quarrel  with  his  brother 
Perses.  Idler  and  spendthrift,  Perses  dissipated  his  inheritance, 
and  by  bribing  the  judges  sought  to  gain  the  hard-won  earn- 
ings of  his  brother,  the  poet  and  farmer  of  Ascra.  Incensed  by 
his  wastrel  brother  and  the  greed  of  the  “gift-eating”  judges, 
Hesiod  devotes  the  first  half  of  his  Works  and  Days  to  the 
theme  of  justice,  the  word  recurring  some  twenty-two  times, 
always  with  grave  emphasis.  Justice  or  Dike  appears  here  as 
the  daughter  of  Zeus  who  sits  beside  her  father  in  heaven  and 
tells  him  of  men’s  wicked  deeds  and  the  evil  of  judges  “who 
pervert  judgment  and  give  sentences  crookedly.” 

“Beware  of  this  and  make  straight  your  judgments 

O bribe-devourers!”  14 
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“For  it  is  an  ill  thing  to  be  just, 

If  the  unjust  shall  have  the  greater  justice.”  15 
“O  Perses,  lay  up  all  this  in  your  heart: 

Give  ear  to  justice  and  wholly  forget  violence. 

This  is  the  way  16  that  Zeus  has  ordained  for  mankind: 

Fish  and  wild  beasts  and  winged  birds  shall  devour  one  another. 
For  there  is  no  justice  among  them. 

But  to  man  He  has  given  justice. 

The  highest  good  of  all.”  17 

The  older  Greek  society,  mirrored  in  the  Homeric  poems, 
knew  of  Themis,  the  protectress  of  what  is  established  by 
custom,  and  in  this  sense  is  right.  The  concept  of  Dike,  the 
goddess  of  justice,  blazed  a new  trail  and  started  Greek 
thought  toward  heights  ultimately  attained  by  Plato  and  Aris- 
totle. 

One  might  be  tempted  to  trace  even  beyond  the  borders  of 
Greece  the  line  of  reasoning  that  began  by  distinguishing 
Themis  from  Dike,  for  it  led  by  various  stages  to  profitable 
principles  of  ancient  and  modem  jurisprudence,  such  as,  for 
example,  the  concept  of  natural  law.  According  to  Aristotle, 
what  each  thing  is  at  its  best,  that  we  call  nature;  hence, 
natural  law  is  the  body  of  principles  based  upon  man’s  nature 
as  a rational  being.18  In  short,  laws  of  nature  are  general 
notions  of  right  and  wrong  universal  to  all  men,  and  approved 
by  the  common  reason  of  mankind.19  The  idea  of  natural  law, 
borrowed  from  the  Stoics,20  was  developed  in  Roman  law. 
Growing  first  out  of  trials  between  natives  and  foreigners 
(peregrini) , it  later  widened  with  the  Roman  expansion,  both 
by  discarding  legal  and  national  peculiarities  and  by  infiltra- 
tion of  ideas  from  the  law  of  other  nations.  It  left  as  a precious 
legacy  to  modem  man  the  aspiration  toward  ius  gentium,  a 
law  common  to  all  peoples.  The  idea  has  been  especially  fruit- 
ful in  new  international  law  in  which  it  may  perform  an  even 
more  significant  function  in  the  future. 

It  would  be  rewarding  to  pursue  the  different  paths  traversed 
by  these  two  peoples  of  antiquity,  the  Hellenes  and  the  He- 
brews, who  by  separating  custom  from  right  lifted  human 
thought  to  a new  level,  and  bequeathed  a heritage  of  insight 
and  instruction  basic  to  Western  society,  perhaps  to  civiliza- 
tion itself.  By  divergent  roads,  the  one  proceeding  from  the 
notion  of  the  common  God  of  mankind,  the  other  arriving  at 
the  notion  of  the  common  reason  of  mankind,  in  their  search, 
and  at  their  summit,  the  two  peoples  reached  amazing  agree- 
ment. A famous  poetic  utterance  of  the  sixth  century  B.  C. 
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(attributed  both  to  Phocylides 21  and  Theognis  is  often 
quoted  by  later  thinkers:  “Righteousness  contains  the  sum  of 
all  virtue.”  Plato  shares  this  conviction,23  and  Aristotle  ex- 
pressly quotes  the  verse  24  and  endorses  the  view,  with  added 
emphasis  and  evidence  to  the  effect  that  in  justice  every  virtue 
is  embraced  and  comprehended,  and  that  thus  justice  is  not  a 
part  but  the  whole  of  virtue.  It  is  also  the  burden  of  Hebrew 
prophecy,  and  sums  up  the  meaning  of  Amos  vs.  Amaziah. 

Still  there  remains  a difference  between  the  philosophical 
and  the  biblical  approach  to  justice.  It  is  the  difference  be- 
tween concept  and  commandment.  To  the  prophets  justice  is 
not  the  expression  of  an  ideal  merely  conceived,  without  any 
effort  being  made,  or  even  expected,  to  translate  it  into  prac- 
tice. It  is  not  something  to  be  respected,  or  admired,  or  pro- 
pounded with  a wistful  regret  at  its  being  too  good  to  be  true 
or  practicable.  It  is  never  a utopia  designed  for  escape  from 
reality  or  release  from  responsibility.  It  is  a line  of  reasoning, 
of  course,  but  not  devised  to  halt  forever  in  the  zone  of  pure 
speculation;  like  the  plumbline  in  the  hand  of  the  mason,  it  is 
meant  to  guide  the  hand  that  acts,  not  only  the  mind  that 
thinks.  To  prophecy,  justice  invariably  requires  the  response 
of  action,  not  meditation  alone.  To  philosophy,  as  Plotinus 
significantly  reveals,  action  is  a weakening  of  contemplation.25 
To  prophecy,  however,  justice  is  the  will  of  God  which  must 
be  done,  not  contemplated.  Unlike  the  philosopher,  the  pro- 
phet can  never  rest  at  ease  until  the  interval  between  contem- 
plation and  action  is  bridged.  An  irresistible  impulse  hurls  him 
ever  again  into  attempting  the  seemingly  impossible,  making 
life  conform  with  his  vision.  He  cannot  help  it,  for  it  is  not  his 
to  refuse  the  bidding:  “The  lion  has  roared,  who  will  not 
tremble?  The  Lord  God  has  spoken,  who  can  but  prophesy?” 
(Amos  3:8) 

This  is  perhaps  the  reason  why  philosophic  dicta  about  jus- 
tice remained  theory,  divorced  from  actual  life.  The  long- 
standing inequalities  of  class,  and  the  system  of  slavery  within 
the  city  gates,  not  only  limited  justice  to  free  men,  but  made 
it  relative  and  proportionate,  depending  upon  the  social  status 
of  the  individual  to  whom  it  was  to  be  applied.  The  premise 
of  the  philosophers,  of  course,  transcended  prejudices  of  class 
and  country  and  implied  fundamental  rights  common  to  all 
men.  But  no  conclusion  was  drawn  from  the  premise;  con- 
templation was  not  weakened  or  disturbed  by  action. 

In  Amos  vs.  Amaziah  absolute  justice  could  soar  above  the 
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limited  or  relative  justice  of  ancient  society,  because  the  bib- 
lical idea  of  man  could  suffer  no  qualification  or  exception, 
but,  on  the  contrary,  did  start  with  an  assertion  of  the  incom- 
mensurable and  absolute  sanctity  of  the  human  personality. 
The  dignity  of  the  human  being  as  partaker  of  the  divine 
image  makes  the  rights  of  all  men  alike  inviolable.  Amos  vs. 
Amaziah  only  drew  out  the  latent  conclusions  of  the  biblical 
faith. 


G.  The  Legacy  of  Amos  vs.  Amaziah 


Judaism  has  never  forgotten  how  true  to  the  soul  of  the 
biblical  faith  the  conclusions  of  Amos  vs.  Amaziah  were.  Their 
epoch-making  impact  is  readily  recognizable  in  the  institutions 
of  Jewish  law  and  religion,  and  even  in  the  character  traits  of 
its  people. 

The  legacy  of  Amos  vs.  Amaziah  survives  in  the  Talmudic 
decision:  “The  commandment  of  righteousness  outweighs  all 
the  commandments  put  together.” 26  It  is  enshrined  in  the 
language  of  post-biblical  Judaism,  in  which  the  word  “com- 
mandment” ( miswah ) in  itself  came  to  mean  the  foremost  or 
sum  total  of  all  the  commandments,  namely  righteousness.27 
The  very  word  Amos  himself  used,  sedaqah,  came  to  connote 
in  the  passage  of  time  justice  made  clairvoyant  by  love,  i.e., 
charity.™ 

If  ever  there  was  any  hesitation  lest  the  majesty  of  God  be 
slighted  by  subordination  of  His  worship  to  the  duties  of  jus- 
tice, the  rabbis  of  the  Talmud  make  sure  to  dispel  such  appre- 
hension. Paraphrasing  a prophetic  utterance  (Jeremiah  16:11), 
they  quote  God  saying  of  his  children,  in  the  spirit  of  Amos 
vj.  Amaziah : “Would  that  they  had  left  Me,  and  kept  Mv 
law!”  22 

Sticklers  for  externals  in  laws  and  religion  were  reminded 
by  one  of  the  most  representative  voices  in  medieval  Judaism, 
Rabbi  Moses  ben  Nahman,  that  one  can  remain  “a  scoundrel 
within^  the  letter  of  the  law”  30 — a glorious  resonance  and 
resume  of  Amos  vs.  Amaziah. 

Above  all,  rabbinic  Judaism  approved  of  Amos  vs.  Amaziah 
because  of  its  choice  of  justice  as  the  constitutive  element  of 
all  law.  Justice,  mind  you,  not  morality.  In  law  proper,  morals 
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may  become  improper.  Law  may  cease  to  function  from  over- 
idealization as  well,  when  it  is  confused  with  the  whole  cycle 
of  virtues,  or  strained  to  embrace  the  entire  content  of  mo- 
rality. Morals,  unlike  the  law,  are  unenforceable,  which  alone 
would  make  moral  force  somewhat  of  a contradiction  in  terms. 
Moral  ideals  are  inherently  unrealizable,  that  is  why  immod- 
eration is  the  very  heart  of  saintliness.  Essentially  irrational 
and  subjective,  as  the  life  of  the  individuals  they  inform,  moral 
ideas  spring  from  spontaneous  intuition  and  refuse  or  even 
resent  encroachment  from  without.  It  is,  however,  a valid  and 
lasting  insight  that  justice  is  the  indispensable  element  of  all 
law.  For  justice,  unlike  morality,  is  impregnated  with  intellec- 
tual discipline,  and  presents  a compound  of  judgment  and  ac- 
tion. Justice  cools  the  fierce  glow  of  moral  passion  by  making 
it  pass  through  reflection.  Justice  is  midway  between  morality 
and  reason,  virtue  and  intelligence,  love  and  logic.  We  speak 
rightly  of  scales  of  justice,  the  image  suggesting  a precision 
instrument  of  intact  and  incorruptible  weights,  pondering  care- 
fully contending  claims.  For  justice  presupposes  conflict  and 
competition  of  claims,  as  it  also  implies  confidence  in  the 
open  and  mature  mind  to  acknowledge  and  to  reconcile  rival 
claims.  Justice  requires  earnest  and  ceaseless  study,  but  being 
the  virtue  it  is  or  even  the  sum  of  all  virtue,  it  also  issues  forth 
in  action.  That  is  why  law  became  the  pursuit  of  “the  disciples 
of  the  wise”  who  have  always  distrusted  untutored  piety:  “The 
boor  is  no  fearer  of  sin.”  31  Charity  is  not  enough,  it  needs  the 
wisdom  of  justice. 


H.  Molders  of  Law — Builders  of  Peace 


Recently  Mr.  Chief  Justice  Warren  paid  a visit  to  England, 
leading  some  3000  members  of  the  American  Bar  Association 
to  Runnymede  meadow,  where  the  Magna  Charta  was  signed 
in  1215.  In  a notable  address,  he  recalled  the  pilgrims  who 
came  from  England  aboard  the  Mayflower,  bringing  with 
them,  as  he  said,  “that  precious  cargo,  the  common  law  and 
principles  of  justice.” 

“That  precious  cargo”  and  the  product  thereof,  the  new 
body  of  constitutional  law  born  on  this  continent,  are  now  in 
the  custody  of  the  Supreme  Court  of  the  United  States,  one  of 
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the  most  powerful  courts  in  civilization.  The  seven  virtues  of 
good  judges  which,  following  old  tradition,  Maimonides  enu- 
merated,32 are  as  praiseworthy  and  pertinent  today  as  ever 
before.  But  modem  law  adds  new  requirements  of  its  own. 

To  be  sound  legal  doctrine,  a decision  must  be  grounded  in 
the  inner  logic  of  the  law.  Of  course.  But  logic  is  not  enough. 
The  Dred  Scott  decision  was  buttressed  by  powerful  logic,  and 
Roger  Brooke  Taney  heaped  mordant  scorn  upon  all  who,  by 
holding  slavery  to  be  unconstitutional,  would  make  the  princi- 
ples in  the  Declaration  of  Independence  flagrantly  inconsistent 
with  the  practice  of  the  men  who  drafted  it.  But  the  nation 
spoke  through  Father  Abraham  and  elected  Lincoln  to  save 
the  Union,  and  the  verdict  of  posterity  has  been  unanimous 
that  Scott  vs.  Sanford  in  1857  was  one  of  the  Court’s  self- 
inflicted  wounds.  To  be  sound,  a legal  doctrine  must  be  kept 
in  consonance  with  the  enlightened  common  sense  of  the  na- 
tion and  the  civilized  conscience  of  the  world. 

To  be  sound,  a decision  must  sustain  and  strengthen  the 
confidence  of  the  people  in  the  regenerative  faculties  of  the 
law  and  the  constitution,  and  in  the  interpretive  resources  of 
the  judges  to  cope  successfully  with  the  shift  and  flux  of  an 
expanding  future,  and  to  seek  stability  through  progressive 
adaptation. 

To  be  sound  legal  doctrine,  a decision  must  endeavor  to  be 
ever  faithful  to  the  twin  aims  of  the  law,  seemingly  irrecon- 
cilable, but  in  truth  interdependent:  security  of  the  nation  and 
unabridged  liberties  of  the  individual.  To  be  sound,  a decision 
must,  if  necessary,  override  passions  of  the  populace,  and  not 
shrink  from  affirming  the  vitality  of  principle,  confident  that 
the  country  and  the  people  as  a whole  will  have  the  moral 
stamina  and  strength  to  live  up  to  the  dictates  of  justice  and 
reason. 

Today  in  this  land  a free  and  grateful  people  sense  that  their 
cherished  rights  are  in  competent  and  trusted  hands.  That  is 
why  our  highest  tribunal  commands  such  widespread  respect 
everywhere.  This  is  also  why  all  of  us  here  so  heartily  welcome 
you,  Mr.  Chief  Justice,  on  this  your  gracious  visit  to  a seat  of 
Jewish  studies,  an  offshoot  of  biblical  Tekoa  and  of  the  other 
legacies  of  that  sacred  soil  and  sacred  book.  A house  of  learn- 
ing, planted  in  American  soil,  nurtured  in  an  ancient  people’s 
faith  that  seekers  of  truth  and  guardians  of  the  right  increase 
peace  in  the  world.33 

Out  of  your  own  tradition  and  independent  conviction,  you 
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share  the  belief  that  molders  of  the  law  in  all  nations  are  the 
builders  of  peace  on  this  earth.  Or  as  expressed  by  a seer  in 
Israel,  a brother  spirit  and  no  doubt  a disciple  of  Amos,  in 
words  I know  you  love  to  quote,34  and  to  which  we  all  know 
you  are  witnessing  by  your  dedicated  stewardship  of  the 
Court:  “the  work  of  righteousness  shall  be  peace.”  (Isaiah 
32:17) 
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The  Maccabean  Uprising:  An  Interpretation 

by  Elias  Bickerman  * 


A.  Religious  Persecution 


In  the  midst  of  the  religious  turmoils  of  the  Counter  Refor- 
mation, the  father  of  modem  political  science,  Jean  Bodin, 
writes  in  connection  with  Antiochus  Epiphanes:  “Although 
tyrants  always  practiced  the  most  terrible  cruelty  toward  their 
subjects,  no  tyrant  before  Antiochus  ever  considered  it  per- 
missible to  issue  commands  to  the  human  soul.”  1 This  state- 
ment offers  a clear  formulation  of  what  was  unique  about  the 
religious  compulsion  exercised  by  Epiphanes,  a uniqueness 
which  modern  scholars  tend  to  overlook  when  they  maintain 
that  the  king’s  goal  was  to  Hellenize  the  Jews. 

We  have  mentioned  earlier  that  the  king  had  no  intention 
of  abolishing  religious  diversity,2  and  that  neither  he  nor  any 
other  ruler  suppressed  traditional  religious  practices  when 
Hellenizing  a city  or  a sect.3  The  Hellenic  gods  were  intro- 
duced as  early  as  173  B.C.  when  the  congregation  of  “Antio- 
chenes”  was  founded  in  Jerusalem;  its  members  were  exempted 
from  observing  the  Jewish  law.  The  primacy  of  “Zeus  Olym- 
pius”  after  167  on  Zion  implied  that  the  “exclusiveness”  of 
the  One  God  had  been  abolished,  but  previously  observed  rites 
were  not  necessarily  affected.  It  is  especially  important  to  note 
that  there  was  no  ban  on  circumcision,  keeping  the  Sabbath 
or  similar  customs.  To  be  sure,  the  Hellenization  of  a cult  or 
the  introduction  of  Greek  gods  into  the  Pantheon  of  an  Orien- 


* Translated  from  the  German  by  Krishna  Winston,  who  notes:  “The 
biblical  passages  quoted  by  Elias  Bickerman  in  his  Der  Gott  der  Mak - 
kabder  (The  God  of  the  Maccabees),  Schocken  Books  (Berlin,  1937), 
are  here  given  in  the  wording  of  the  Jerusalem  Bible.  All  other  passages 
are  translated  from  Bickerman’s  German.” 
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tal  people  naturally  involved  considerable  changes.  The  Arabs 
were  acquainted  neither  with  wine  sacrifices  in  the  cult  of 
Dusares  nor  with  pictorial  or  plastic  representations  of  the 
gods.  In  accordance  with  their  own  practices,  the  Greeks  grad- 
ually installed  both  of  these  elements  in  the  religion  of  the 
Hellenized  Arabs.  Dusares  was  even  represented  to  look  like 
Dionysus,  the  god  of  wine.  But  these  modifications  by  no 
means  implied  impairment  or  suppression  of  the  Orientals’ 
folk  ways.  As  in  the  Jerusalem  of  Epiphanes,  the  chief  god  in 
the  Transjordanian  city  of  Gerasa — called  “Antiochia”  since 
the  rule  of  Antiochus  IV — was  “Zeus  Olympius.”  Here,  too, 
he  had  supplanted  the  local  Oriental  gods.  Yet  even  under 
the  Caesars,  the  citizens  of  Antioch-Gerasa  consecrated  their 
sons  and  daughters  as  “holy  slaves,”  just  as  their  ancestors  and 
predecessors  had  done  from  time  immemorial.4  Why,  then, 
did  Zeus  Olympius  in  Jerusalem  refuse  to  tolerate  the  customs 
which  for  centuries  had  been  sacred  to  the  worshippers  of 
the  Lord  of  Zion?  Why  was  circumcision  forbidden  to  a Hel- 
lenized Jew  but  not  to  a Hellenized  Arab?  Why  did  Epiph- 
anes deem  it  a crime  for  a resident  of  Jerusalem  to  combine 
abstention  from  pork  with  his  worship  of  Zeus,  when  the  pig 
was  considered  unclean  by  all  Syrians  and  continued  to  be 
so?  5 

To  understand  the  significance  of  the  persecutions  under 
Epiphanes,  one  must  perceive  that  they  were  double-pronged, 
including  both  a prohibition  and  the  imposition  of  a new  mode 
of  existence. 

We  know  of  other  cases  in  which  “barbarian”  customs  are 
proscribed:  the  Greeks  relate  that  Dionysus  of  Sicily  forced 
the  Carthaginians  to  give  up  human  sacrifice.  The  Romans 
also  prohibited  the  practice,  as  the  British  banned  the  sacrifice 
of  widows  (suttee)  in  India.  Hadrian  imposed  the  death 
penalty  for  circumcision,  which  was  judged  a barbarian  rite. 
During  the  subsequent  uprising  in  Palestine,  observance  of 
other  precepts  of  the  Torah  was  also  punished  mercilessly. 
The  teachers  are  known  to  have  suspended  all  the  require- 
ments of  the  law  in  order  to  protect  the  believers’  lives.  Only 
idol  worship,  murder  and  unchastity  remained  prohibited 
under  all  circumstances.  But  Epiphanes  compelled  the  Jews  to 
worship  idols.  The  martyrs  at  the  hands  of  Hadrian  died  at  the 
stake;  they  were  wrapped  in  the  scrolls  of  the  Torah  as  a sign 
that  they  had  defied  the  edict  and  continued  to  study  and  teach 
the  law.  The  Maccabee  martyrs,  on  the  other  hand,  were  sub- 
jected to  the  most  inhuman  tortures,  intended  to  force  them 
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to  partake  of  the  heathen  sacrificial  banquets.  The  Jews  under 
Hadrian  revolted  in  protest  against  the  ban  on  circumcision 
and  the  construction  of  a temple  to  Jupiter  on  Zion.  The 
Maccabee  uprising  was  caused  neither  by  the  introduction  of 
pagan  gods  into  Jerusalem  nor  by  the  bans  on  circumcision 
and  keeping  the  Sabbath.  No,  Mattathias,  a priest  from  the 
tribe  of  the  Jehoiarib,  took  up  arms  because  roving  envoys 
of  the  king  came  to  his  village  to  compel  the  inhabitants  to 
perform  the  pagan  sacrifices.  In  short,  every  Jew  was  to  come 
under  the  jurisdiction  of  the  new  faith.  The  clearest  indication 
of  this  fact  is  the  statement  that  sacrifices  to  the  idols  were 
performed  not  only  in  the  public  squares  of  Jerusalem  but 
also  “at  the  doors  of  houses”  (I  Maccabees  1:55).  For  it  was 
then  the  custom  to  set  up  a temporary  altar  in  front  of  every 
house  to  guarantee  that  no  one  could  avoid  participating  in  the 
festivals  of  the  new  cult.6 

Persecution  thus  implied  not  only  abolition  of  the  old  order 
but  also  introduction  of  a new  one.  This  fact  militates  against 
all  attempts  to  explain  Epiphanes’  actions  as  the  result  of  his 
personal  idiosyncrasies  or  historical  circumstances.  For  the 
introduction  of  a new  fealty  presupposes  a missionary  zeal 
matched  only  by  one  instance  in  the  ancient  world:  Pharaoh 
Ikhnaton’s  forcible  imposition  of  the  sun  cult.  But  Ikhnaton 
believed  in  his  god.  Epiphanes,  on  the  other  hand,  listened 
eagerly  to  the  teachings  of  the  Epicureans  and  proclaimed  him- 
self a member  of  their  school;  and  while  that  school  main- 
tained that  the  gods  should  not  be  implicated  in  earthly  affairs, 
it  condoned  observance  of  the  traditional  rites. 

Tacitus  assumed  that  Epiphanes  was  attempting  to  introduce 
“Greek  practices”  among  the  Jews.  But  attentive  study  of  the 
authentic  accounts  has  shown  that  the  new  cult  on  Zion  was 
in  fact  not  a Greek  cult  but  one  unfamiliar  to  the  king.7  The 
Greeks  conceived  of  the  deity  as  manlike.  Yet  when  the  Mac- 
cabees purified  the  temple,  the  “impure  stones”  which  they 
removed  were  not  pieces  of  marble  statues  but  fragments  of 
an  altar  that  had  been  erected  to  an  idol  on  the  site  of  the 
old  altar  for  fire  sacrifices. 

What  led  Epiphanes  to  introduce  “a  god  unknown  to  his 
ancestors”  (Daniel  11:38),  to  impose  upon  the  Jews  a religion 
that  was  neither  theirs  nor  his  own?  The  unique  character  of 
this  persecution  presents  us  with  a riddle.  The  solution  should 
be  sought  not  in  later  writers’  explanations  but  in  the  facts  of 
the  persecution.  Our  first  step  should  be  to  establish  the  legal 
basis  of  Epiphanes’  undertaking. 
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B.  The  Edict  of  Persecution 


A royal  decree  went  out  ordering  the  Jews  to  “abandon  their 
ancestral  customs  and  live  no  longer  by  the  laws  of  God.”  The 
persecutions  were  terminated  by  another  royal  decree,  the 
content  of  which  has  come  down  to  us:  “the  Jews  may  make 
use  of  their  own  kind  of  food  and  their  own  laws  as  for- 
merly.” 8 This  order  was  directed  at  the  “gerousia  of  the  Jews 
and  the  other  Jews,”  that  is  to  say,  at  the  Jews  of  Jerusalem 
and  the  surrounding  region.  We  can  conclude  that  the  con- 
version effort  was  restricted  to  the  territory  subject  to  the 
Sanhedrin  at  Jerusalem.  The  site  of  the  persecution  was  “Jeru- 
salem and  the  towns  of  Judah”;  those  persecuted  were  the 
“inhabitants  of  Judaea  and  Jerusalem”;  the  religious  perse- 
cution was  thus  a clearly  local  oppression  of  “Judaea  and 
Jerusalem.”  9 

This  conclusion,  based  on  the  unanimous  accounts  of  the 
books  of  the  Maccabees,  allows  us  to  draw  another  conclusion: 
no  persecution  took  place  in  the  Diaspora,  which  was  also  sub- 
ject to  Epiphanes.  There  are  no  reports  of  pressures  on  the 
Jews  of  Antioch  or  Tyre; 10  in  fact,  the  books  of  the  Macca- 
bees indicate  that  even  the  Jews  in  the  Greek  cities  of  Pales- 
tine remained  unmolested  during  the  years  of  religious 
oppression  in  Judaea  (167-164  B.C.).  Only  after  the  resto- 
ration of  the  Temple  in  late  164,  when  the  persecutions  in 
Jerusalem  were  already  ended,  did  the  heathens  in  nearby 
areas  begin  to  fall  upon  “the  Israelites  living  on  their  terri- 
tory.” 11  In  163  Judas  Maccabaeus  rushed  to  the  aid  of  his 
fellow  believers  in  Transjordan,  Galilee  and  the  valley  of  the 
Jordan.12  It  was  a full  year  after  the  decree  of  persecution  was 
revoked  before  the  people  of  Joppa  (Jaffa)  and  Jamnia 
(Jabne)  first  attacked  their  Jewish  fellow  citizens,  while  Sky- 
thopolis  spared  its  Jews  entirely.  These  are  ordinary  skirmishes 
between  neighbors,  unconnected  with  Epiphanes’  persecutions.13 
We  read,  to  be  sure,  that  “a  decree  was  issued  at  the  instance 
of  the  people  of  Ptolemais  for  the  neighboring  Greek  cities, 
enforcing  the  same  conduct  on  the  Jews  there,  obliging  them 
to  share  in  the  sacrificial  meals  . . .” 14  But  such  accounts 
merely  imply  that  persecution  of  the  Jewish  religion  outside 
of  Jerusalem  depended  upon  local  initiative  and  not  upon 
rulings  issued  for  the  whole  kingdom.15 

These  findings  are  in  no  way  startling.  We  recall  that  the 
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statutes  for  the  Jews  in  the  cities,  whether  Jerusalem,  Ptolemais 
or  any  other,  were  established  according  to  various  special 
privileges,  which  were  legally  binding  only  in  their  respective 
territories.16  From  the  legal  point  of  view,  Epiphanes’  project 
in  Judaea  represented  modification  of  the  charter  granted 
Jerusalem  by  Antiochus  III.  The  statutes  of  other  localities 
were  not  affected.  Thus  the  Jewish  communities  of  Babylonia 
and  Persia,  likewise  ruled  by  Epiphanes,  were  untouched  by 
the  persecution  edict  in  Jerusalem.  The  best  illustration  for 
this  point  is  the  fact  that  Titus,  the  Roman  who  had  destroyed 
Jerusalem,  upheld  the  rights  of  the  Antiochian  Jews.  Epiphanes 
had  desecrated  the  Temple  of  Zion.  Yet  the  sacred  objects 
stolen  in  Jerusalem  were  donated  by  the  Seleucids  to  the  syn- 
agogue at  Antioch.17 

The  Mosaic  law  had  prevailed  in  Jerusalem  thanks  to  a 
special  dispensation  granted  by  Antiochus  III.  Neither  Mene- 
laus  nor  any  other  insurgent  had  the  legal  power  to  abolish  the 
law;  the  king  alone  could  terminate  the  privilege  and  introduce 
a different  regulatory  system.  But  once  this  occurred,  the 
Anti-Torah  became  as  binding  on  the  citizens  of  Jerusalem  as 
had  been  the  Torah  previously.  For  example,  the  privilege 
granted  by  Antiochus  III  prohibited  all  sacrifices  forbidden  by 
the  Torah.  Similarly,  a fine  of  three  thousand  silver  drachmas 
was  levied  for  importing  into  the  city  meats  proscribed  by  the 
law.18  Following  these  precedents,  Antiochus  now  decreed  that 
the  pig  should  be  sacrificed  and  circumcision  banned.  We  con- 
sider the  implementation  of  these  royal  orders  and  prohibi- 
tions “persecution.”  But  for  the  Seleucid  government  it  did  not 
constitute  planned  persecution  of  the  Jews;  rather  it  was 
punishment  of  disobedient  subjects  who  had  opposed  the 
orders  of  the  monarch  and  his  appointed  high  priest. 

This  reinterpretation  suggests  that  the  “renegades”  of  Jeru- 
salem were  actually  “the  believers.”  19  “We  were  content,” 
they  explained  to  Antiochus  V,  the  son  of  Epiphanes,  “to  serve 
your  father,  to  comply  with  his  orders  and  to  obey  his  edicts.” 
The  Maccabees,  on  the  other  hand,  were  those  who  were  con- 
temptuous of  the  king’s  orders. 

An  important  document,  the  only  one  we  have  that  dates 
precisely  from  the  period  of  the  persecutions,  illustrates  the 
position  of  the  Seleucid  government:  it  is  a petition  submitted 
in  166  B,C.  by  the  Samaritans  to  Epiphanes;  his  reply  is 
included.20 

At  this  time  the  Samaritans,  i.e.,  the  inhabitants  of  that  area 
which  had  its  cult  center  in  the  temple  on  Mount  Gerizim  and 


THE  JEWISH  EXPRESSION 


71 


its  capital  in  the  village  of  Shechem,  were  administratively 
linked  with  Jerusalem;  we  know  neither  the  history  of  this 
connection  nor  its  precise  form.21  As  a result  of  the  link, 
Epiphanes  appointed  his  prefects  for  Jerusalem  and  Gerizim 
simultaneously  and  sent  “pagans”  and  Samaritans  as  the  first 
troop  deployments  against  Judas’  revolt.  In  addition,  the 
Samaritan  territory  inciuded  Jewish  districts  which  “offer  sac- 
rifice in  Jerusalem.” 22  The  administrative  situation  of  the 
Samaritans  occasioned  the  royal  officials  to  “bring  the  same 
charges”  against  the  Shechemites  as  against  the  Jews.  The 
central  issue  was  observance  of  the  Sabbath,  now  outlawed  in 
Jerusalem  In  their  petition  the  Samaritans  ask  not  to  be  con- 
fused with  the  Jews  or  implicated  in  “the  crimes  of  the  Jews.” 
Antiochus  accepts  their  petition  on  the  grounds  that  the  Samar- 
itans “have  no  part  in  the  things  of  which  the  Jews  are  ac- 
cused.” 

From  this  document  we  can  conclude  that  the  crime  of  the 
inhabitants  of  Jerusalem  was  neither  observance  of  the  Sab- 
bath nor  circumcision  as  such,  but  continuance  of  the  practices 
after  they  had  been  forbidden.  In  fact,  this  document  of 
166  B.C.  and  the  Seleucid  documents  of  164  and  163  pre- 
served in  II  Maccabees  contain  no  reference  to  the  Jews  being 
barbarians  or  to  any  belief  on  the  part  of  Epiphanes  that  he 
had  a mission  to  civilize  them.  The  Samaritans  ask  the  king 
to  leave  them  in  peace  “so  that  we  may  increase  your  reve- 
nues.” In  163  the  temple  >s  restored  to  the  Jews  “in  order  that 
this  people,  too,  may  refrain  from  rebellion.”  In  164  religious 
freedom  is  restored  by  Epiphanes  so  that  the  Jews  who  had  fled 
to  escape  persecution  “may  devote  themselves  to  their  usual 
pursuits.”  At  this  time  the  Jews  are  pardoned:  “no  Jew  shall 
be  molested  on  grounds  of  past  offences.”  This  is  the  standard 
formula  for  Hellenic  amnesties  after  civil  disorders.  The  crim- 
inal acts  attributed  to  the  Jews  by  the  Samaritan  petition  are 
disobedience  and  rebellion.  In  his  letter  of  164  the  governor 
Lysias  promises  the  Jews  who  desire  peace  that  he  will  inter- 
cede for  them  with  the  king  “if  you  will  remain  loyal.” 

According  to  these  documents,  then,  the  persecution  emerges 
as  punishment  meted  out  to  an  obstinate  people  for  defiance  of 
the  royal  edict.  But  why  was  such  an  edict,  designed  as  it  was 
to  transform  the  Jews’  whole  style  of  life,  issued  in  the  first 
place? 

The  documents  suggest  an  answer.  Antiochus  V restores  the 
Temple  to  the  Jews  because  they  do  not  accept  Epiphanes’ 
order  to  convert  “to  Greek  ways.”  “Greek  ways”  here  simply 
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means  the  organization  of  the  polish  But  Epiphanes  replies  to 
the  Samaritans  that  they  will  be  spared  because  they  “have  no 
part  in  the  things  of  which  the  Jews  are  accused  and  prefer 
on  the  contrary  to  live  according  to  the  Greek  customs.”  This 
document,  issued  at  the  height  of  the  persecutions,  gives  the 
impression  that  the  goal  of  the  royal  measures  is  to  Hellenize 
the  Jews.  The  Samaritans  are  accordingly  praised  for  re- 
questing that  their  sanctuary  be  dedicated  to  Zeus. 

Yet  the  statement  that  the  king  intended  to  Hellenize  the 
Jews  represents  only  an  apparent  explanation  for  the  persecu- 
tion. For  Hellenization  could  be  achieved  in  several  ways  and, 
as  we  have  seen,  it  never  involved  forcible  abolishment  of 
existing  cults  and  imposition  of  the  new  faith.24  Why,  then,  was 
the  Hellenization  of  Jerusalem  accompanied  by  desecration  of 
Zion? 

Later  apologists  for  King  Epiphanes  offered  a seemingly 
reasonable  answer:  Moses  had  imposed  “strange,  inhuman 
customs  on  the  Jews  as  laws.”  The  king,  who  “despised  a 
misanthropic  attitude  in  any  people,”  thus  attempted  to  abol- 
ish the  Mosaic  law.  The  Samaritan  document  reveals  the  falsity 
of  this  biased  interpretation.25  It  reveals  that  Epiphanes  neither 
persecuted  the  Mosaic  faith  as  such  nor  tried  to  impose  the 
Greek,  or  any  other,  cult  on  his  subjects;  the  inhabitants  of 
Jerusalem  were  the  only  exception.  In  Shechem  the  Torah 
was  held  just  as  sacred  as  in  Jerusalem.  The  “misanthropic” 
prescriptions  of  Moses  which  separated  the  believers  from  the 
pagans  were  as  sacred  for  the  Samaritans  as  for  the  Jews.  The 
Samaritan  bard  Theodotus  extolled  in  Homeric  cadences  the 
practice  of  circumcision.  “Thus  it  is,  for  God  has  commanded 
it,”  he  says,  and  explains  in  hexameters  that  the  Hebrews  are 
forbidden  to  “fetch  from  foreign  parts  sons-in-law  to  marry 
their  daughters.”  On  Mount  Gerizim  sacrifice  was  made  to  the 
same  sole  and  jealous  God  as  on  Zion.  The  Sabbath  was  the 
symbol  of  the  covenant  for  the  rest  of  Israel  as  it  was  for 
Judah.  But  only  in  Judaea  was  its  observance  punishable  by 
death,  while  in  Samaria  Epiphanes  himself  recognized  the 
feast  of  the  seventh  day,  and  the  Torah  remained  binding.  The 
king  considered  it  sufficient  that  the  “chief”  god  of  Mount 
Gerizim  should  thenceforth  be  referred  to  as  “Zeus.”  The  chief 
god  on  Zion  was  also  announced  to  be  Zeus.  But  at  the  same 
time  his  sanctuary  was  desecrated,  his  rites  and  prescriptions 
were  abolished,  and  his  faithful  were  persecuted.  Why  was 
there  one  standard  for  Gerizim  and  a different  one  for  Zion? 
Why  does  Epiphanes,  who  tolerated  the  Torah  in  Shechem  and 
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Samaria,  ordain  that  in  Jerusalem  everyone  should  abandon 
the  “ancestral  customs”  and  conform  to  the  decrees  of  the 
king? 


C.  The  Apostates 

The  fact  has  been  established  that  the  order  issued  by  Epiph- 
anes  at  the  end  of  167  B.C.  abolishing  the  authority  of  the 
Torah  and  imposing  new  customs  on  the  Jews  applied  only  to 
the  ethnos  of  the  Jews,  to  Jerusalem  and  Judah,  in  other  words, 
to  the  territory  under  the  high  priest  of  Zion. 

Since  the  persecution  was  territorially  limited,  it  would  seem 
probable  that  it  was  instigated  by  local  authorities.  And  in 
point  of  fact,  sources  available  to  us  mention  twice  that  the 
high  priest  Menelaus  and  his  followers  were  responsible  for 
the  oppression.  Daniel  says  of  Epiphanes  that  after  the  second 
Egyptian  campaign,  in  168,  the  king  “will  retire  [to  Antioch] 
and  take  furious  action  against  the  holy  covenant  and,  as 
before,  will  favor  those  who  forsake  that  holy  covenant.  Forces 
of  his  will  come  and  profane  the  sanctuary  citadel  . . .”  The 
ancient  commentator  explains  the  passage  as  follows:  the  king 
was  “impelled  to  this  action  by  those  who  had  deserted  the 
sacred  law  and  adopted  the  rites  of  the  pagans.”  26 

The  prophet’s  suggestion  is  corrobated  by  the  Greek  his- 
torians. They  report  that  in  163,  when  the  reconciliation  took 
place  between  the  Seleucid  government  and  the  Jews,  Mene- 
laus was  executed  upon  the  advice  of  the  grand  vizier  Lysias, 
for  this  man  “was  the  cause  of  all  the  troubles,  since  he  had 
persuaded  the  father  of  the  king  [i.e.,  Epiphanes]  to  force  the 
Jews  to  abandon  their  inherited  cult.”  27  The  Greek,  that  is, 
Seleucid,  tradition  thus  agrees  with  Daniel’s  testimony  from 
the  time  of  the  persecutions,  and  confirms  his  information  on 
who  was  responsible  for  the  religious  oppression.  This  informa- 
tion in  turn  serves  to  explain  the  legal  situation  during  the  per- 
secutions. 

But  we  must  also  explain  the  paradoxical  phenomenon  of 
a high  priest  who  wishes  his  own  congregation  to  desert  its 
faith,  for  neither  the  Seleucid  nor  the  Jewish  historians  allow 
the  despised  and  defeated  party  of  Menelaus  to  present  its 
case.  Two  sentences  are  all  we  can  find  in  the  first  Book  of 
Maccabees  to  indicate  the  priest’s  possible  motives. 
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“Then  the  king  issued  a proclamation  to  his  whole  kingdom 
that  all  were  to  become  a single  people,  each  renouncing  his 
particular  customs.  All  the  pagans  conformed  to  the  king’s 
decree  ...”  In  three  other  passages  the  author  specifically 
states  that  Epiphanes  decreed  that  one  cult  only  should  be 
observed  in  his  kingdom  and  was  determined  to  abolish  the 
native  rituals  of  the  different  peoples.28  This  interpretation, 
formulated  by  a Jew  writing  sixty  years  after  the  death  of  the 
king,  does  not  survive  scrutiny.  Antiochus  neither  ordered  nor 
enforced  a unification  of  religious  observances.  In  Susa, 
Nanaia  continued  to  be  worshipped;  in  Byblos  the  god  with 
six  wings  was  retained;  and  in  Babylon  sacrifice  was  made 
to  Marduk.29  The  Jewish  historian’s  mistake  becomes  under- 
standable if  one  assumes  that  the  official  pretext  for  the  perse- 
cutions in  Jerusalem  was  the  abolishment  of  religious  par- 
ticularism.30 That  was  the  ostensible  goal  of  those  who  insti- 
gated the  king’s  strict  measures.  This,  in  fact,  was  the  aim 
attributed  to  the  “renegades”  by  the  first  Book  of  Maccabees. 
“It  was  then  that  there  emerged  from  Israel  a set  of  renegades 
who  led  many  people  astray.  ‘Come,’  they  said,  ‘let  us  reach  an 
understanding  with  the  pagans  surrounding  us,  for  since  we 
have  separated  ourselves  from  them  many  misfortunes  have 
overtaken  us.’  ” 31 

This  statement  still  expresses  the  biblical  conception  of 
history,  which  sees  every  national  misfortune  as  the  result  of 
apostasy.32  Here  the  sin  is  not  assimilation  but  separatism.  A 
return  is  urged  to  the  happy  days  when  the  peoples  formed 
one  community.  Thus,  too,  after  the  destruction  of  Jerusalem, 
Jeremiah  heard  people  proclaim  that  they  would  offer  incense 
“ ‘to  the  Queen  of  Heaven  ...  as  we  used  to  do,  we  and 
our  fathers.  . . . We  had  food  in  plenty  then.  . . . But  since 
we  gave  up  offering  incense  to  the  Queen  of  Heaven  ...  we 
have  been  destitute  and  have  perished  either  by  sword  or  by 
famine.’  ” (Jeremiah  44:17) 

However,  three  centuries  of  adherence  to  the  law  separated 
Jason  and  Menelaus  from  the  days  of  Jeremiah.  When,  under 
Epiphanes,  the  apostates  asserted  that  isolation  had  been 
Israel’s  undoing  and  that  in  an  earlier  age  separation  had  been 
unknown,  they  were  not  repeating  the  lament  of  Jerusalem’s 
women  in  exile;  rather  they  were  applying  the  tenets  of  the 
Greek  enlightenment  to  their  own  people.  The  observant  Jew 
considered  his  isolation  a natural,  necessary  defense  against 
the  folly  of  idol  worship.33  “Therefore  God  surrounded  us  on 
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all  sides  with  laws  for  purity  in  eating,  drinking,  touching  and 
seeing.” 

But  to  the  Greek,  this  isolation  was  merely  another  evi- 
dence that  the  Jews  were  barbarians.34  A generation  before 
Jason  and  Menelaus,  the  great  geographer  Eratosthenes  formu- 
lated the  proposition  that  “it  is  a common  custom  of  all  bar- 
barians to  expel  foreigners.”  35  In  these  early  days  of  Hellen- 
ism when  for  instance  in  Egypt  everyone  who  participated  in 
Greek  culture  was  considered  a Hellene,  whatever  his  origins, 
the  Greek-oriented  Jew  had  eventually  to  relinquish  his  iso- 
lation. “He  who  created  us,”  the  doctrine  of  those  days  pro- 
claimed, “created  us  for  life  in  community  with  all  others.”  38 
It  was  in  this  spirit  that  the  Jewish  Hellenists  attributed  the 
misfortunes  of  their  people  to  its  habit  of  isolation.  Perhaps 
the  most  grievous  gap  in  our  knowledge  of  the  Maccabean 
period  is  that  we  do  not  know  the  nature  of  the  “many  evils” 
from  which  the  reformers  hoped  to  rescue  the  Jews:  misfor- 
tune? the  hatred  they  incurred?  spiritual  impoverishment?  In 
any  case,  they  wanted  to  be  like  other  peoples.  They  even  elim- 
inated the  traces  of  circumcision  in  order  to  “appear  as  Greeks 
even  naked.”  Thus  they  “abandoned  the  holy  covenant.”  37 

In  those  days  the  life  of  the  peoples  was  always  bound  up 
with  religious  cult  practices.  There  was  no  meeting,  no  official 
or  private  act  in  which  the  gods  did  not  participate,  which  was 
not  accompanied  by  sacrifices  or  prayers.  If  a man  slaughtered 
a kid  or  drank  to  a friend,  he  never  forgot  to  invoke  the  deity 
and  offer  up  a few  drops.  Even  nonbelievers  maintained  the 
traditional  observances.  Assimilation  for  the  Jews  thus  neces- 
sarily implied  participation  in  idol  worship.  The  pagans 
claimed  that  the  only  proof  of  true  friendship  was  worship  of 
their  gods,  who,  in  contrast  to  the  god  of  the  Jews,  were  com- 
mon to  all  men.  The  Jews  had  to  conform  in  this  respect  or 
else  “seek  another  region  in  which  they  could  live  apart  and 
observe  their  particular  law.”  38 

The  Torah  was  made  somewhat  easier  for  the  Hellenized 
Jews  to  relinquish  by  the  fact  that  it  was  the  law  of  Moses.  The 
Greeks’  comparative  studies  in  religion  had  already  established 
that  many  lawgivers,  from  Zarathustra  to  Lykurgos,  had 
alleged  divine  inspiration  in  the  same  way  as  Moses.39  Joining 
the  pagans  was  thus  a transgression  not  of  divine  command- 
ment but  only  of  human  regulations.40  Related  to  this  notion 
is  the  reformers’  claim  that  in  early  times  there  had  been  no 
separation.  Greek  concepts  of  cultural  history  placed  the  blame 
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for  distasteful  phenomena  in  the  life  of  a noble  people  on 
degeneration.41  Favorably  disposed  Hellenes  accordingly  des- 
ignated Jewish  exclusiveness  as  a sign  of  decay.  Upon  being 
driven  out  of  Egypt,  they  explained,  Moses  had  in  embitter- 
ment  ordered  his  people  to  hold  itself  aloof.  “Originating  in 
this  emotion,  aloofness  gradually  developed  into  a hallowed 
way  of  life,’*  Others  saw  Jewish  separatism  as  a post-Mosaic 
development.  According  to  them,  Moses  had  done  no  more 
than  to  prescribe  worship  without  images — for  which  the 
Greek  philosophers  greatly  respected  him;  he  had  established 
the  Sabbath  as  a day  of  rest  more  or  less  by  accident.  Sepa- 
ratism with  regard  to  diet,  living  conditions  and  traffic  with 
women  had  not  come  until  later,  when  the  Jewish  sect  had 
become  a nation  by  taking  in  proselytes.  “For  since  they  con- 
sisted of  the  scum  of  all  peoples,  they  banded  together  (like 
criminals)  in  mutual  assistance  and  in  hatred  of  all  other 
men.”  A third  Greek  historian,  the  famous  Posidonius,  de- 
clared that  Moses  had  won  Jerusalem  without  a fight.  For  he 
had  promised  a form  of  religious  service  and  sacrifice  which 
would  not  burden  its  participants  with  pomp  or  meaningless 
ceremonies.  “In  this  manner  he  achieved  respect  and  founded 
a considerable  domain,  since  all  the  neighboring  peoples 
flocked  to  him  because  of  his  teachings  and  his  promise.”  It 
was  his  successors  whose  superstition  led  them  to  introduce 
circumcision,  dietary  prescriptions  and  so  on.42 

A Hellenized  Jew  could  no  more  disregard  these  conclusions 
of  Greek  scholarship  than  an  enlightened  Jew  of  today  can  dis- 
regard the  results  of  modern  biblical  scholarship.  Philo,  who 
was  at  once  a devout  Jew  and  an  educated  Hellene,  could  ac- 
cept the  spiritual  authority  of  the  Torah  only  if  he  reasoned 
that  its  instructions  and  descriptions  were  to  be  interpreted 
symbolically.  In  similar  fashion  the  Greeks  rescued  Homer’s 
canonical  significance  by  taking  his  immoral  tales  as  allegories. 
We  know  through  Philo  that  many  of  his  predecessors  had 
concluded  after  observing  the  symbolic  interpretations  of  the 
Mosaic  law  that  adherence  to  its  letter  was  not  necessary. 
Others  sought  in  the  Bible  the  Greek  (Cynic)  doctrine  that  in 
ancient  times,  when  the  laws  of  nature  prevailed,  life  had  been 
perfect.  They  condemned  positive  systems  of  laws,  the  Jewish 
one  included,  as  particularistic  and  thus  a lapse  from  the 
original  world  order.  Still  others  “did  conceal  their  vexation 
with  their  fathers’  ways  and  constantly  criticized  the  laws.” 
For  them  the  story  of  the  Tower  of  Babel  was  a fairy  tale 
similar  to  the  Greek  myths.43 
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An  examination  of  these  Jewish  Hellenists’  main  trends  of 
thought  reveals  how  similar  they  were  to  those  of  Jason  and 
Menelaus  in  Palestine.  They  intended  to  reform  Judaism  by 
discarding  the  comparatively  recent  barbarian  “separatism” 
and  returning  to  the  original,  undistorted  form  of  worship. 
The  reformers  under  Epiphanes  have  much  in  common  with 
such  Jewish  reformers  of  the  1840’s  as  G.  Riesser,  A.  Geiger 
and  I.  Einhorn,  who  proposed  reform  of  the  Sabbath  and 
abolition  of  the  dietary  prescriptions,  also  declaring  that  cir- 
cumcision was  not  compulsory.  They,  too,  were  subject  to  the 
pressures  of  a non-Jewish  environment,  in  this  case  the  Protes- 
tant scholars’  theories  about  the  origin  of  the  Pentateuch. 

The  religious  service  instituted  on  Zion  by  Epiphanes  did 
in  fact  correspond  to  the  Greek  concept  of  a rational  natural 
religion.  Posidonius  recounts  that  Moses  considered  both  the 
Egyptians  and  the  Greeks  wrong  to  attribute  the  form  of  an 
animal  or  of  man  to  the  deity.  God  was  the  all-encompassing 
nature  of  all  things.44  A sacred  spot  should  be  established 
where  God  could  be  worshipped  without  images.  According 
to  the  philosophers,  the  god-fearing  king  of  ancient  Rome, 
Numa  Pompilius,  had,  like  Moses,  worshipped  the  gods  at 
unadorned  altars  and  had  known  neither  temples  nor  statues.45 

Most  of  the  inhabitants  of  the  polis  of  Akra  were  colonists; 
certainly  the  majority  were  Syrians  and  Arabs,  not  Greeks. 
They  worshipped  the  gods  according  to  their  time-honored 
Semitic  customs.  But  their  cult  also  accorded  with  the  religion 
of  the  philosophers,  who  liked  to  link  their  lofty  interpretation 
to  a traditional  rite.  To  the  Arab  immigrants  in  Jerusalem  the 
altar  stone  symbolized  the  deity.  This  same  stone — being 
imageless — naturally  appeared  to  the  philosophers  as  a token 
of  the  deity.46  Similarly,  the  obelisk  representing  Aphrodite 
on  the  island  of  Paphos  was  considered  “a  symbol  of  the 
deity.”  And  later  on  we  find  a Church  father  stating  that  the 
column  of  fire  and  smoke  which  went  before  the  chosen  people 
in  the  desert  “expressed  the  fact  that  its  god  had  no  images.”  47 

Like  the  unspoiled  children  of  nature  postulated  in  the 
Greek  theory,48  the  “sons  of  Akra,”  Menelaus  and  his  ad- 
herents, worshipped  the  god  of  their  forefathers  without  tem- 
ples or  statues;  at  the  open  air  altar  on  Mt.  Zion  they  wor- 
shipped unfettered  by  the  law  and  united  with  the  pagans  in 
mutual  tolerance.  What  could  be  more  human  and  natural 
than  their  desire  to  impose  this  tolerance  on  their  unenlight- 
ened co-religionists?  This  was  the  intent  behind  Epiphanes’ 
persecutions. 
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D.  Ideological  Foundations  of  the  Persecutions 


Although  the  Church  has  extolled  the  Maccabee  saints, 
many  Christians  reject  these  martyrs  “because  of  the 
pork.”  49  The  Book  of  Maccabees  does  indeed  stress  the  fact 
that  the  persecutors  tried  to  impose  this  food  on  the  Jews.60 
This  is  a curious  piece  of  information.  The  Greeks  actually 
used  the  pig  only  for  nonedible  sacrifices  or  for  the  cult  of 
Demeter  or  Dionysus.51  In  Erythrae  a catalogue  of  sacrifices 
indicates  that  all  the  gods,  including  “King  Antiochus,”  receive 
a sheep  and  a lamb;  only  Demeter  receives  a young  pig.52 
The  new  god  of  Jerusalem  was  “Olympian  Zeus,”  who  merited 
a bull.53  The  pig  on  the  other  hand  was  considered  unclean 
not  only  by  the  Jews,  but  also  by  the  Syrians,  the  Phoenicians, 
the  Arabs  and  others.54  The  Greeks  had  never  attempted  to 
change  the  attitude  of  these  peoples.  Under  Epiphanes  not  a 
single  Syrian  was  forced  to  eat  pork;  this  was  required  only  of 
the  Jews  in  Jerusalem. 

The  contradiction  is  resolved  when  we  realize  that  the  ban 
on  pork  was  considered  characteristic  of  Israel — a symptom  of 
its  foolish  superstition.55  “Why  do  you  refuse  to  eat  pork?” 
Caligula  asks  the  Jewish  delegation.  A cultural  reform  de- 
signed to  abolish  the  exceptional  position  of  Jewry  might  well, 
with  the  consistency  peculiar  to  every  rationalistic  ideology, 
establish  the  pig  as  the  prime  sacrifice  to  the  Olympian  Zeus 
of  Jerusalem,  although  the  pig  was  despised  by  the  Syrians 
and  was  not  the  usual  sacrifice  offered  by  the  Greeks  to  Zeus. 

This  sort  of  thinking  also  underlies  the  other  prescriptions 
and  prohibitions  established  for  the  new  cult.  The  obligatory 
sacrifices  consisted  of  precisely  those  animals  designated  as 
unclean  by  Jewish  law.66  Since  most  of  the  animals  used  in 
Syrian  and  Greek  sacrifices  corresponded  to  those  used  by 
the  Jews,57  the  new  order  pertained  not  only  to  selecting  cer- 
tain species  but  also  to  abolishing  Jewish  ritual  slaughter, 
whereby  the  animal  had  to  be  drained  of  all  its  blood.68  The 
Jews  were  ordered  to  eat  animals  which  had  not  been 
slaughtered  according  to  their  sacred  ritual.  A pagan  king 
with  the  simple  goal  of  of  Hellenizing  the  Jews  would  have 
had  no  need  to  enforce  such  a prohibition.  But  it  had  great 
importance  for  a Jewish  reformer  anxious  to  eradicate  every 
particularized  custom.59 

For  the  same  reason  the  scrolls  of  the  Torah  were  burned, 
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and  observance  of  the  Sabbath  was  forbidden;  enlightened 
Greeks  saw  these  things  as  characteristic  of  the  Jews  and 
typical  of  the  Jews’  pointless  idiosyncrasies.  Indeed  there  was 
probably  no  rite  of  the  ceremonial  law  which  was  not  somehow 
considered  a sign  of  superstition  and  a symptom  of  particu- 
larism. “We  deplore,”  one  of  the  philosophers  writes,60  “the 
lighting  of  Sabbath  lights,  for  the  gods  need  no  illumination, 
and  not  even  men  can  take  pleasure  in  all  the  smoke.”  To  the 
Jews  of  the  old  faith,  circumcision  was  a sign  of  the  covenant, 
but  to  the  pagans  it  was  a sign  of  Jewish  exclusiveness.  “The 
Jews  instituted  the  peculiar  custom  of  circumcision  as  a 
means  of  making  themselves  recognizable  to  each  other.”  61 
Circumcision  was  thus  particularly  despised.  Two  women  who 
had  had  their  newborn  sons  circumcised  were  executed.  But 
first  their  babies  were  hung  around  their  necks,  and  they  were 
led  all  around  the  city  before  being  pushed  from  the  top  of 
the  ramparts.62 

A man  like  Epiphanes,  who  attended  the  lectures  of  the 
Epicureans,  must  have  been  indifferent  as  to  whether  people  in 
Jerusalem,  as  in  Hieropolis,  abstained  from  pork  or  prized  it 
in  accordance  with  Greek  taste.  But  to  the  reformers,  them- 
selves products  of  Judaism,  every  iota  of  the  law  was  as  sig- 
nificant as  to  the  orthodox,  and  like  all  religious  reformers, 
they  surpassed  the  adherents  of  the  old  faith  in  intolerance, 
bloodily  persecuting  those  who  were  “backward.”  63 


E.  The  Significance  of  the  Maccabees'  Struggles 


Broad  sectors  of  the  population  joined  the  reform  party  out 
of  opportunism  or  fear.  “Those  who  forsake  that  holy  cove- 
nant” (Daniel  11:30)  were  to  be  found  both  in  the  fortified 
cities,  in  Akra,  and  throughout  the  countryside.64  Reports  that 
have  come  down  to  us  declare  repeatedly  that  “many”  (Daniel 
9:27)  joined  the  pagans,  sacrificed  to  their  idols  and  aban- 
doned the  law.65 

The  Maccabees  were  fighting  primarily  against  these  apos- 
tates. The  unrest  began  when  Mattathias  killed  a Jew  as  he 
was  about  to  become  the  first  in  Modein  to  sacrifice  to  the 
idols.  Next  Mattathias  and  his  sons  struck  in  nightly  raids  on 
cities  and  villages  against  “the  sinners  in  their  anger  and  the 
renegades  in  their  fury.”  By  marching  through  Judaea  to 
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search  out  the  godless,  to  bum  and  kill,  they  turned  “wrath 
away  from  Israel.”  66  Even  after  the  recovery  of  the  Temple 
the  war  against  the  apostates,  and  particularly  against  the 
“Israelites,”  continued.  For  their  part,  the  “godless  men” 
joined  forces  with  the  Seleucid  punitive  expeditions  and  again 
and  again  summoned  the  might  of  the  king  against  the 
Maccabees.67 

The  Maccabean  movement  was  primarily  a civil  war,  a re- 
ligious battle  between  the  orthodox  and  the  reformers.  But 
posterity  remembers  it  as  a war  against  the  Seleucids,  just  as 
the  internal  straggles  in  seventeenth-century  Holland  are  re- 
membered in  historical  accounts  as  a revolt  against  foreign 
domination.  In  the  Maccabean  straggle,  one  of  the  parties  also 
relied  on  the  power  and  strength  of  a foreign  ruler.  If  Ezra 
had  once  introduced  the  law  in  the  name  of  Artaxerxes,  the 
abolishment  of  the  law  was  now  ordered  by  a decree  of  An- 
tiochus  IV.  In  the  edict  of  Artaxerxes  disobedience  to  the 
Jewish  law,  considered  synonymous  with  the  royal  will,  was 
punishable  by  death.  Similarly,  Menelaus  and  his  party  did 
not  hesitate  to  use  execution  and  torture  to  convert  the  Jews 
to  a new  form  of  worship,  this  one  also  imposed  by  the  ruler. 

The  basic  antinomy  of  Jerusalem’s  position  is  here  bloodily 
illustrated:  the  paradox  that  the  existence  of  this  theocracy 
depended  on  the  will  of  the  godless  foreign  monarch.  For  if 
Artaxerxes  could  institute  the  law,  Epiphanes  could  abolish  it. 
If  Darius  II  could  dictate  to  the  Jews  through  his  satraps  how 
to  celebrate  the  festival  of  the  unleavened  bread  in  the  month 
of  Nisan  and  could  decree  that  “leavened  foods  shall  not  be 
consumed,”68  then  Antiochus  IV  could  also  feel  entitled  to 
command  the  Jews  through  his  “superintendents”  ( epistates ) 
to  eat  pork.  For  Ezra  and  Artaxerxes  were  substituted  An- 
tiochus and  Menelaus.  Menelaus  was  a negative  Ezra.  Ezra 
and  Nehemiah  had  isolated  the  Jews  in  order  to  preserve 
monotheism.  Jason  and  Menelaus  abolished  monotheism  in 
order  to  rescue  Jewry  from  isolation.  The  original  reform 
placed  the  people  under  the  direct  jurisdiction  of  its  God.  The 
counter  reform  deposed  that  God  to  protect  the  people’s  wel- 
fare. The  Maccabees  were  fighting  the  Seleucid  troops  but 
not  the  Seleucid  rule;  they  took  arms  not  to  oppose  any  cul- 
tural or  political  system,  but  to  preserve  “our  lives  and  insti- 
tutions.”'69 This  was  not  a national  straggle  but  rather  a 
conflict  within  their  own  camp,  i.e.,  a religious  war  between 
two  groups  within  the  Jewish  people:  between  the  polytheists, 
who  performed  sacrifices  in  the  hope  that  assimilation  would 
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prove  their  salvation,  and  the  monotheists,  who  were  prepared 
to  give  their  lives  and  the  life  of  the  entire  people  in  order  to 
preserve  the  law  of  Moses.  The  former  relied  on  the  earthly 
power  of  the  Seleucids,  but  the  Maccabees  had  God  on  their 
side. 

If  they  had  been  defeated,  the  light  of  monotheism  would 
have  been  extinguished.  External  pressure  would  not  have 
brought  about  its  destruction,  for  remnants  of  the  scattered 
people  would  always  have  preserved  the  true  faith.  But  it 
would  have  been  a different  case  if  the  entire  people  had  ac- 
cepted polytheism,  if  the  pilgrims  to  Zion  had  found  in  the 
Temple  enclosure  hierodules  leading  the  strangers  to  an  altar 
dedicated  to  Allat  or  Dusares.  The  blood  of  the  martyrs  and 
the  swords  of  the  warriors  of  God  preserved  the  Jewish  prom- 
ise: “Hear  ye,  Israel,  the  Lord  is  our  God,  the  Lord  alone.” 

A higher  meaning  thus  resides  in  the  historical  injustice 
committed  by  the  monotheistic  religions  when  they  commem- 
orated the  days  of  the  Maccabees  but  ignored  the  family  of 
the  Hasmoneans.  The  figures  of  Mattathias  and  his  sons  are 
remembered  only  in  history  books,  but  to  this  day  Jewry  cele- 
brates Hanukkah  in  honor  of  the  reconsecration  of  the  Temple 
and  of  the  miracle  of  the  inexhaustible  oil.  On  August  1 Chris- 
tianity honors  the  memory  of  the  “sainted  Maccabees,”  that 
is,  of  the  martyrs  whose  death  is  glorified  in  the  second  book 
of  Maccabees.  For  the  deeds  of  the  Maccabees  draw  their 
significance  simply  from  the  fact  that  they  saved  monotheism. 
In  the  blood-testimony  of  the  martyrs  and  in  the  services  held 
in  the  newly  consecrated  Temple,  the  one  truth  was  preserved 
for  humanity  which  in  the  course  of  thousands  of  years  of 
erring,  of  being  deceived  and  disappointed  by  innumerable 
alleged  truths,  has  been  found  unchanging  and  eternal:  the 
oneness  of  God.  Those  who  gave  their  lives  during  Epiphanes’ 
persecutions  to  remain  true  to  the  Eternal  One  are  thus  models 
of  true  heroism  for  all  times  and  all  peoples.  As  Augustine 
says,  “Let  men  learn  from  them  how  to  die  for  the  truth.”  70 


Notes 


1.  J.  Bodin,  De  republica,  IV,  ch.  5. 

2.  See  Der  Gott  der  Makkabaer  (Berlin,  1937),  p.  47. 

3.  Ibid.,  p.  90. 

4.  Cf.  the  inscription  of  A.D.  69/70  ( Bulletin  of  the  American 


82 


THE  JEWISH  EXPRESSION 


School  of  Oriental  Research,  No.  49  [1933],  7) : Theon,  the  son  of 
Demetrius,  donates  7100  drachmas  of  Tyrian  silver  for  the  construction 
of  a temple  to  Olympian  Zeus,  ou  eoxlv  Ixetti?,  ujtEp  te  iauxou  xal 
tmv  xou  A to  g IeqoSouXwv,  auxou  8e  xou  ©ewvoc;  xexvwv,  2xupvou 
xal  AqxeiuScoqou  xal  ’Agxsiuaiag. 

5.  The  Syrians’  and  Arabs’  practice  of  circumcision  and  their  aversion 
to  pork  are  well  documented.  The  Greeks  naturally  brought  the  pig 
along  to  Syria  (see  Mark  5:13  on  the  swine  of  Gadara).  It  is  note- 
worthy, however,  and  as  yet  unexplained,  that  traces  of  pig  sacrifices  are 
quite  frequently  found  in  Canaanite  temples.  See  Vincent  in  Revue 
Biblique  (1928),  533,  1;  J.  D.  Duncan,  Digging  up  Biblical  History,  II 
(N.Y./London,  1931),  39.  It  is  also  interesting  that  on  Delos  pig  sacri- 
fices were  expressly  prohibited  for  the  cult  of  the  gods  of  Askalon 
(A.  Plassart  in  Delos,  XI,  287;  cf.  also  II,  58),  but  not  for  the  cult  of 
the  deities  of  Jamnia  (Delos,  XI,  279). 

6.  See  for  example  W.  Dittenberger,  Sylloge  inscriptionum  graecarum 
(3rd  ed.,  Leipzig,  1915),  p.  695. 

7.  See  Gott  der  Makkabaer,  p.  116. 

8.  II  Maccabees  6:1:  hex’  ou  jioXuv  8e  yodvov  EljajreaTedev  6 fia- 
adevg  yEQOvxa  ’Afrnvaiov  dvayxd^Eiv  xou 5 ’Iou8aioug  pexafJalvEiv 
ex  xwv  jtaxpcorov  v6i«dv  xal  xolq  xou  fisou  vopoi;  pf)  jtoXixeuEcrffai. 
II  Maccabees  11:27:  ngog  8 8 xo  effvoq  f|  xou  PaadEwq  eiuaxoLfi  xoi- 
auxri  fjv  PaadEuq  ’Avxloyoq  xfi  yEgouauji  xwv  ’IouSaimv  xal  xoi; 
dXXoig  ’Iou8aioiq  yaigeiv. 

9.  I Maccabees  1:44;  51;  3:35;  2:6.  The  statement  in  1:51  that  the 
king  wrote  “to  every  part  of  his  kingdom”  in  this  spirit  is  explained 
below. 

10.  On  the  Jews  in  Antioch  see:  II  Maccabees  4:36;  Josephus,  Antiqui- 
tatum  judaicarum,  12,  119;  De  bello  judaico,  7,  43  and  106;  not  until  the 
fourth  century  A.D.  was  Antioch  decided  to  be  the  site  of  the  martyrdom 
of  the  seven  brothers  described  in  II  Maccabees  7. 

11.  I Maccabees  5:11. 

12.  I Maccabees  5:9;  5:25;  5:15;  5:23. 

13.  II  Maccabees  12:  Iff.;  12:30.  Accordingly  there  are  no  reports  of 
military  assistance  from  the  Diaspora  for  Judas,  whereas  the  royal  troops 
were  supported  by  pagan  militia  (I  Maccabees  3:41). 

14.  II  Maccabees  6:8:  tyriqaapa  8e  E|ejteaEV  elq  xdc;  aax uyeixovag 
noXsi;  'EXXriviSag  nxoXepaicov  wtoxifiEpevcDv  xqv  auxriv  dycDyriv 
xaxa  xwv  ’Iou8aiwv  ayeiv  xal  ajtXayxi^Eiv.  (Alex.  IIxoXEpaiou 
wioffepevou.)  Lat.:  “decretum  autem  exiit  in  proximas  Graecorum 
civitates,  suggerentibus  Ptolemaeis  [‘Ptolomei’  artibus].”  The  passage 
has  come  down  to  us  in  corrupt  form.  IlxoXepalwv  should  certainly 
read  1 1 xo/.epariov  (Calmet,  Commentaire  litteral  sur  tous  les  livres 
de  VAncien  et  du  Nouveau  Testament,  III  [Paris,  1724-26];  cf.  de 
Bruyne  in  Revue  b^ne  die  tine,  1931,  74,  who  points  out  the  same  sub- 
stitution in  manuscripts  of  the  Pseudo-Aristea).  On  the  suggestion, 
then,  either  of  the  city  of  Ptolemals  or  of  Ptolemy,  the  governor  of 
“Coelesyria  and  Phoenicia”  (II  Maccabees  8:8),  a royal  decision  was 
issued  (that  is  what  itifiquapa  means  here;  cf.  Josephus,  Antiquitatum, 
18,  69;  13,  262;  W.  Dittenberger,  Orientis  graecae  inscriptiones 
selectate  [1903]),  that  the  privileges  of  the  Jews  in  several  of  Palestine’s 
neighboring  states  should  be  abolished.  d|en;eoev  expresses  the  impact 
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of  this  unexpected  order,  which  “falls”  like  a lot  during  a drawing 
of  lots. 

15.  I Maccabees  1:41  contains  the  (false)  assertion  that  Epiphanes 
planned  to  eradicate  all  established  religions  in  his  kingdom  (see  Gott 
der  Makkabaer,  p.  30),  but  nowhere  is  it  mentioned  that  the  Jewish  Dias- 
pora was  affected.  This  omission  has  aroused  attention  (e.g.,  G.  F.  Moore, 
Judaism  in  the  First  Centuries  of  the  Christian  Era,  the  Age  of  the 
Tannaim,  I [Cambridge,  Mass.,  1927],  52),  and  Wellhausen  could  ex- 
plain it  only  by  assuming  the  Diaspora  did  not  as  yet  exist  within 
the  Seleucid  kingdom  ( Israelitische  und  jiidische  Geschichte  [Berlin, 
1894],  p.  241).  But  with  the  exception  of  the  Greek  cities,  a large  Jewish 
population  lived  in  Babylon,  which  was  at  that  time  under  Seleucid 
domination.  The  statement  in  Sulpicius  Severus  2,  20,  3 — “per  Graecas 
quoque  urbes  quae  in  illo  imperios  erant  . . . Iudaeos  sacrificare 
cogebat” — is  a conclusion  based  on  II  Maccabees  6:8. 

16.  Cf.  for  example  I Maccabees  10:34  and  37;  Josephus,  Antiquita- 
turn,  11,  338;  12,  119;  125;  150;  De  bello  judaico,  7,  44,  110. 

17.  Josephus,  De  bello  judaico,  7,  44. 

18.  Josephus,  Antiquitatum,  12,  145. 

19.  I Maccabees  6:23;  3:14. 

20.  Gott  der  Makkabaer,  Appendix  IV,  p.  177. 

21.  II  Maccabees  5:23;  I Maccabees  3:10.  Cf.  U.  Kahrstedt,  "Syrische 
Territories”  Abhandlungen  der  Gesellschaft  der  Wissenschaften  zu  Got- 
tingen (1926),  66;  H.  Lewy,  in  Zeitschrift  fur  die  neueste  Wissenschaft 
(1932),  120. 

22.  I Maccabees  11:34. 

23.  Gott  der  Makkabaer,  p.  55. 

24.  Ibid.,  p.  90. 

25.  Ibid.,  p.  23. 

26.  Daniel  11:30.  Porphyry  in  Jerome  to  Daniel  11:30:  “ab  his  invita- 
tus  sit  qui  derelinquerant  legem  Dei  et  se  caermoniis  miscuerant  ethni- 
corum.” 

27.  II  Maccabees  13:4:  Auotou  wcoSeiidvxog  xovxov  (sc.  Menelaus) 
atxiov  rival  itavTcov  twv  xaxcov,  JtQooEra^Ev  (sc.  Antiochus  V) 

. . . JtpocouToXEaai.  Josephus,  Antiquitatum,  12,  382  (cf.  20,  235): 
Aualag  yo.Q  auve|3ou).euaev  Tin  PaaiXei  xdv  MeveXaov  dveXeiv,  et 
Poukexai  xoiig  TouSaiouc;  ripepeiv  xal  pii8ev  evo/Xeiv  aux(p•  xoCxov 
yap  ap§ai  xwv  xaxdiv  jtelaavx’  auxou  xov  jiaxepa  xoug  ’IouSaiouq 
avayxdaai  xf|v  iiaxpiov  dpricrxetav  xaxaX.uteiv. 

28.  I Maccabees  1 :41 : xal  EYpai[>ev  6 Paadsug  ’ Avxto/og  itdap  xfj 
PaadeiQi  auxou  etvai  jiavzat;  Xao\  eva,  xal  ev^axaXureiv  Ixaoxov 
xa  vdpipa  auxou.  The  fabulous  accounts  in  Sulpicius  Severus,  2,  21,  4 
are  based  on  this  passage. 

29.  Cf.  Grimm,  Das  erste  Buch  der  Maccabaer  (Leipzig,  1853),  on 
this  passage.  Nanaia:  Cumont  in  Comptes  rendus  of  the  Academie  des 
inscriptions  et  belles  lettres  (1932),  pp.  271-286.  Byblos:  E.  Babelon, 
Les  rois  de  Syrie  (1890),  Plates  14,  18.  Babylon:  E:  Unger,  Babylon:  die 
heilige  Stadt  nach  der  Beschreibung  der  Babylonier  (Berlin/Leipzig, 
1931),  p.  168. 

30.  Cf.  Ed.  Meyer,  Vrsprung  und  Anfange  des  Christentums  II  (Ber- 
lin, 1923),  p.  144. 

31.  I Maccabees  1 :11 : ev  xaig  ripipaig  exelvaig  e|rjXdov  e§  ’IopariL 
utol  jiapavopoi  xal  dvejieioav  itoMoug  Xeyovxeg’  HopeuddipEv  xal 
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8iaftd>nef)a  8iafh')xr]v  p,exd.  rav  eOvrav  xwv  xw.hi)  finwv,  oxi  d(p’ 
fj;  exwoiadrmsv  an’  autwv,  eSqev  rm,ag  xaxa  jtoMa. 

32.  Grimm  first  remarked  upon  this  significance  in  Das  erste  Buch  der 
Maccabaer  (Leipzig,  1853). 

33.  Pseudo-Aristeas,  142.  Cf.  L.  Couard,  Die  religidsen  und  sitttichen 
Anschauungen  der  alttestamentlichen  Apokryphen  und  Pseudoepigraphen 
(Giitersloh,  1907),  p.  178. 

34.  Cf.  M.  Miihl,  Die  antike  Menschheitsidee  in  ihrer  geschichtlichen 
Entwicklung  (Leipzig,  1928). 

35.  Strabo,  802:  xoivov  (rev  elvai  xolg  PaoPapoi;  itaaiv  eftog  xfjg 
levri^aoiag. 

36.  Stoicorum  veterum  fragmenta  III,  ed.  Amim  (Leipzig,  1903-24), 
346. 

37.  I Maccabees  1:15:  xal  eitoir)oav  eauToi;  dxQopoucmag  xal  ajte- 
atriaav  ajto  Siaftf|xTi;  ayiag  xal  E^EUYiofroaav  xoi;  eflvsai. 

38.  Josephus,  Antiquitatum,  4,  138:  Seiv  ouv  auxoig  ekeyov  t)  xauxa 
jtaaw  TiYTixeov  rj  ^teiv  allr\v  oixoup,EVT]v,  tv  fj  fkoWovtai  p.ovoi 
xaxa  xouj  iSiou?  vop,ou;.  (Speech  of  the  Midianite  women  [Num- 
bers 31:15]  to  the  Hebrews.) 

39.  Diodorus  Siculus,  Bibliotheca  historica,  I,  94.  Cf.  E.  Norden  in 
Festgabe  von  Fachgenossen  und  Freunden,  A.  von  Harnack  zum  sieb- 
zigsten  Geburtstag  dargebracht  (Tubingen,  1921),  p.  296;  K.  Reinhardt, 
Poseidonios  tiber  XJrsprung  und  Entartung  (Heidelberg,  1928),  p.  16. 

it  40.  The  statement  in  Sirach  41:8  probably  refers  to  these  renegades: 
“Woe  unto  you,  you  godless  ones  who  have  deserted  the  law  of  the  Most 
High.  When  you  multiply  yourselves,  it  is  a cause  of  misfortune,  and 
when  you  beget  children,  it  is  a cause  of  affliction.  When  you  meet  your 
downfall,  it  is  an  eternal  joy,  and  when  you  die,  it  is  a curse.”  [Based 
on  the  German  version  by  R.  Smend. — Tr.]  Cf.  Enoch  92ff.  on  the 
mighty  who  abandon  the  law  and  worship  idols  and  on  similar  cases  in 
the  “Testaments  of  the  Patriarchs”  etc.  (Cf.  Ed.  Meyer,  Ursprung  und 
Anfange  des  Christentums,  II,  167.) 

41.  Cf.  R.  Hirzel,  “Agraphos  Nomos,”  Abhandlungen  der  Leipziger 
Akademie,  XX  (1900);  I.  Heinemann,  Poseidonios  metaphysische  Schrif- 
ten,  I (Breslau,  1920),  88  and  128;  K.  Reinhardt,  Poseidonios  iiber 
Ursprung  und  Entartung. 

42.  Hekataios  in  Diodorus,  40,  3.  Tacitus,  Historiae,  5,  5.  Posidonius 
of  Apamea,  Reliquae  doctrinae,  87,  Fragment  79  in  Jacoby,  Fragmente 
der  griechischen  Historiker  (Berlin,  1923).  See  I.  Heinemann,  Poseido- 
nios metaphysische  Schriften,  II,  72.  Posidonius  states  similarly  (Strabo, 
301)  that  Scythian  morals  were  corrupted  by  contact  with  the  Greeks. 

43.  I.  Heinemann,  Philons  griechische  und  jiidische  Bildung  (Breslau, 
1932),  p.  455.  Philo  of  Alexandria,  De  confusione  linguarum,  2,  and  the 
commentary  by  E.  Stein  in  Collecteana  Theologica  XVI  (Lvov,  1935),  6. 
It  is  well  known  that  “The  Wisdom  of  Solomon”  and  Philo  (cf.  F.  Focke, 
Die  Entstehung  der  Weisheit  Salomons  [Gottingen,  1913],  190,  6)  ex- 
plain the  development  of  pagan  idolatry  in  accordance  with  the  Greek 
theory  of  degeneration:  paganism  begins  with  a relatively  comprehensible 
worship  of  the  stars  and  deteriorates  into  worship  of  human  beings.  This 
idea  can  be  found  in  Plato  ( Cratylus , 397)  and  Aristotle  ( Metaphysics , 
1074b,  1).  Cf.  Chaeremon,  frag.  2,  5 (E.  Schwyzer,  Chairemon  [Leipzig, 
1932]);  Porphyry,  De  abstinentia  ab  animalibus  necandis,  2,  5;  Eusebius, 
Evangelica  praeparatio,  3,  4.  Cf.  H.  Doergens,  Eusebius  von  Cdsarea  als 
Darsteller  der  griechischen  Religion  (Paderborn,  1922). 
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44.  Strabo,  761  (cf.  I.  Heinemann  in  Realencyclopddie  fur  Altertums- 
wissenschaft,  cl.  P.  Wissowa,  W.  Kroll  et  al.  [189411.],  364) : 
SIX’  sav  8eiv  rcaaav  loavoitocpiav,  xep,Evog  8ei  dtpoQioavxag  xal 
orjxov  dlioXovov  xipiav  ISoug  xcogig.  2r|x6g  is  the  site  of  the  cult 
(cf.  K.  Reinhardt,  Poseidonios  ilber  Ursprung  und  Entartung,  8,  2). 
Cf.  Strabo,  640:  after  the  burning  of  the  temple  of  Artemis,  the 
“sekos”  was  in  the  open  air  for  a time.  The  “didymeion”  in  Miletus, 
which  remained  unsheltered,  is  called  “sekos”  by  Strabo  (634).  See 
also  Strabo,  395.  For  this  reason  the  hall  of  images  in  the  Capitoline 
temple  and  the  Holy  of  Holies  in  the  Temple  of  Jerusalem  are  also 
called  “sekoi”  (Dionysius  of  Halicarnassus,  Roman  Antiquities,  4,  61; 
Posidonius,  Reliquae  doctrinae,  87,  Fragment  109  in  F.  Jacoby,  Die 
Fragmente  der  griechischen  Historiker  [Berlin,  1923],  3). 

45.  On  Numa  see:  Plutarch,  Lives,  “Lycurgus  and  Numa,”  8;  Tertul- 
lian,  Apologeticus,  25;  Augustine,  De  civitate  dei,  4,  31.  The  idea  that 
the  unspoiled  peoples  worshipped  their  god  without  images  was  a com- 
monplace of  Greek  ethnography:  A.  Schroeder,  “De  ethnographiae  locis 
communibus”  (diss.  Halle,  1921),  p.  2ff.  Zeus  Olympius  was  honored 
on  his  Thessalian  mountain  site  only  by  an  altar:  Cook,  Zeus:  A Study 
in  Ancient  Religion  I (Cambridge,  England,  1914),  102. 

46.  The  colonists  always  transported  their  ancestral  cults  to  their  new 
countries.  Cf.  for  example  Jamblichus  of  Chalcis,  De  vita  Pythagorica, 
2,4. 

47.  Philostratus,  Vita  Apollonii,  3,  58.  Apollonios  states  that  the 
visitor  to  the  sanctuary  should  be  allowed  to  imagine  the  form  of  the 
deity  as  he  wishes  (ibid.,  6,  19).  Clement  of  Alexandria,  Stromata, 
1,  24,  163:  oripaivEi  8e  6 axOl.og  xo  avsixoviaxov  xou  Oeou. 

48.  Eusebius,  Evangelica  praeparatio,  1,  9,  29d:  aXX,’  oxi  psv  ol 
jtQaixoi  xal  jrodaixaxoi  xu>v  dvOpcoJiaiv  ouxb  vatov  olxo8opi<j  jiqoo- 
eijcov  ouxe  toavcov  dcpiSoupamv . . . jtavxl  x<5  olpai  avXXoYi^OMivtp 
8rftov  elvai.  On  Greek  ideas  about  the  proper  worship,  without  images 
or  temples,  see:  J.  Bernays,  Die  heraklitischen  Brief e:  ,ein  Beitrag  zur 
philosophischen  und  religionsgeschichtlichen  Litteratur  (Berlin/London, 
1869),  p.  32;  C.  Clerc,  Les  theories  relatives  au  culte  des  images  chez 
les  auteurs  grecs  du  llme  siicle  apris  Jesus-Christ  (Paris,  1915);  J. 
Geffcken  in  Archiv  fur  Religionswissenschaft,  19,  286;  I.  Heinemann, 
Philons  griechische  und  jiidische  Bildung,  p.  49.  Dio  Cocceianus 
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The  Philonic  God  of  Revelation 
and  His  Latter-Day  Deniers  * 

by  Harry  Austryn  Wolfson 


Philo,  professionally,  was  not  a teacher  of  philosophy.  He 
was  a preacher,  a preacher  on  biblical  topics,  who  dispensed 
his  philosophic  thoughts  in  the  form  of  sermons.  And  because 
he  was  not  professionally  a teacher  of  philosophy,  some  mod- 
ern students  of  his  works  say  that  he  was  not  a philosopher. 
For  nowadays,  as  we  all  know,  to  be  called  philosopher  one 
must  be  ordained  and  one  must  be  hired  to  teach  philosophy 
and  one  must  also  learn  to  discuss  certain  hoary  problems  as  if 
they  were  plucked  but  yesterday  out  of  the  air.  Some  say  that 
Philo  was  an  eclectic.  But  there  is  one  eminent  scholar  who 
would  begrudge  him  even  the  title  of  eclectic  without  further 
qualification,  for,  after  all,  eclecticism  is  the  name  of  a repu- 
table system  in  ancient  Greek  philosophy.  The  eclecticism 
of  Philo,  he  says,  “is  that  of  the  jackdaw  rather  than  the 
philosopher.” 1 Still,  while  we  may  deny  Philo  the  honorific 
title  of  philosopher,  with  the  privilege  of  wearing  ostenta- 
tiously a special  garb  like  that  affected  by  ancient  Greek 
philosophers,  we  cannot  deny  him  the  humbler  and  more 
modest  title  of  religious  philosopher.  As  such,  Philo  was  the 
first  who  tried  to  reduce  the  narratives  and  laws  and  ex- 
hortations of  Scripture  to  a coherent  and  closely  knit  system 
of  thought  and  thereby  produced  what  may  be  called  scrip- 
tural philosophy  in  contradistinction  to  pagan  Greek  philoso- 
phy. 

* Based  upon  the  Suarez  Lecture  delivered  at  Fordham  University, 
1952,  and  one  of  the  three  Walter  Turner  Candler  Lectures  delivered  at 
Emory  University,  1959.  Published  in  the  Harvard  Theological  Review. 
53  (1960):  101-124. 

From  Religious  Philosophy : A Group  of  Essays,  New  York,  Athe- 
neum,  1965.  (First  published  by  Harvard  University  Press,  1947.) 
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Let  us  then  analyze  this  scriptural  philosophy  of  Philo  into 
its  essential  elements,  so  that  we  may  afterwards  see  how 
these  essential  elements  of  the  Philonic  scriptural  philosophy 
were  treated  in  modern  philosophy  since  the  seventeenth 
century. 


i 

The  starting  point  of  Philo’s  philosophy  is  an  enumeration 
and  assessment  of  the  various  views  with  regard  to  the  ways 
by  which  men  have  arrived,  or  may  arrive,  at  a knowledge  of 
God.  He  enumerates  three  views. 

According  to  some,  he  says,  the  way  by  which  men  have 
arrived  at  a knowledge  of  God  is  the  way  of  imagination.  The 
belief  in  God,  according  to  them,  is  a fictitious  belief,  the 
product  of  our  imagination,  like  the  belief  in  chimeras  and 
centaurs  and  hydras.  As  restated  by  Philo,  the  belief  in  God, 
according  to  this  view,  was  invented  by  some  clever  legis- 
lator in  order  to  tame  the  rebellious  spirit  of  the  people  and 
inspire  them  with  awe  and  fear  and  reverence  for  the  law. 
Philo  does  not  give  us  the  name  of  the  author  of  this  view. 
But  he  can  be  identified  as  Critias,  the  leader  of  the  Thirty 
Tyrants  in  Athens  at  the  beginning  of  the  fifth  century  be- 
fore the  Christian  era  His  view,  which  may  be  summarized 
in  the  maxim  that  religion  is  the  bugaboo  of  the  people,  has 
been  revived  in  our  own  time  in  the  maxing  so  well  familiar 
to  all  of  us,  that  religion  is  the  opiate  of  the  people.  In  prin- 
ciple, if  not  in  purpose,  this  view,  insofar  as  it  makes  God  a 
mere  concept  in  our  mind,  may  also  be  considered  as  the  fore- 
runner of  the  various  forms  of  modem  religious  humanism, 
which  identifies  God  with  man’s  idealized  consciousness  or 
with  human  aspirations  for  ideal  values  or  with  the  unity  of 
all  ideal  ends. 

Philo  dismisses  this  view  as  atheism.2 

According  to  others,  says  Philo,  God  is  the  discovery  of 
human  reason.  God  is  not  a figment  of  our  imagination.  He 
has  real  existence  outside  our  mind,  and  we  are  able  to  dis- 
cover Him  by  the  power  of  our  mind.  It  is  the  God  whom 
Plato  discovered  when,  starting  with  a world  which  he  held 
to  have  been  framed  out  of  an  eternal  formless  matter,  he  was 
compelled  by  reason  to  assume  the  existence  of  a Demiurge 
or  a God  who  has  framed  the  world.  It  is  also  the  God  whom 
Aristotle  discovered  when,  starting  with  an  eternal  world 
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which  is  eternally  in  motion,  he  was  compelled  by  reason  to 
arrive  at  the  existence  of  a being  who  is  an  immovable  mover. 
It  is  also  the  God  of  the  Stoics  who,  starting  with  a world  in 
which  they  saw  order  and  beauty  and  purpose,  found  them- 
selves compelled  by  reason  to  arrive  at  the  existence  of  a God, 
whom  they  call,  among  other  things,  the  mind  or  the  soul 
of  the  world.  In  principle,  if  not  in  wording,  this  view  is 
the  forerunner  of  all  modern  forms  of  religious  rationalism, 
whether  its  God  is  called  substance,  or  central  monad,  or 
spirit,  or  cosmic  consciousness,  or  elan  vital,  or  universal  nisus, 
or  principle  of  concretion,  or  ground  of  being. 

Philo  does  not  deny  that  one  may  arrive  by  reason  at  some 
knowledge  of  God.  In  his  characterization  of  Greek  philoso- 
phers, he  distinguishes  between  those  who  were  believers  of 
God  and  those  who  were  deniers  of  God;  and  Plato,  Aristotle, 
and  the  Stoics  are  placed  by  him  among  the  former.  Still  he 
does  not  believe  that  reason  is  the  only  way  of  arriving  at  a 
knowledge  of  God;  nor  does  he  believe  that  reason  alone  can 
lead  us  to  a true  and  full  knowledge  of  God.  There  is  to  him 
a third  way  of  arriving  at  a knowledge  of  God,  the  way  of 
revelation. 

As  conceived  by  Philo,  revelation  meant  two  things. 

First,  it  meant  the  historical  revelation:  an  event  which 
took  place  in  the  past  when  at  Mount  Sinai  God  made  him- 
self known  to  men  and  gave  them  the  Law.  Indeed  Philo  re- 
fers to  certain  people  in  his  own  city  who  denied  the  divine 
and  revealed  origin  of  Scripture.  He  describes  them  as  a sort 
of  amateur  students  of  comparative  religions,  whose  only  tool 
of  reasoning  was  that  of  analogy  and,  whenever  they  observed 
among  various  peoples  beliefs  and  customs  which  were  alike 
in  some  respects,  they  inferred  that  they  must  be  alike  in 
every  respect.  And  so,  because  they  found  in  Greek  mythol- 
ogy stories  about  appearances  of  gods  to  men  and  the  revela- 
tion of  laws,  stories  which  they  themselves  considered  as 
false,  they  argued  that  the  account  of  the  appearance  of  God 
at  Mount  Sinai  and  the  revelation  of  His  Law  there  is  simi- 
larly false.  Philo  does  not  argue  against  them;  he  simply  dis- 
misses them  as  “impious”  3 and  asserts  his  faith  in  revelation. 
For  revelation  to  him  is  a matter  of  faith  and  not  of  reason, 
though  occasionally  he  tries  to  confirm  his  faith  in  revelation 
by  such  arguments  as  the  intrinsic  excellency  of  its  teachings 
and  the  salutary  effect  of  these  teachings  upon  those  who 
follow  them.4 

Scripture,  despite  its  similarities  to  other  books,  is  to  him  a 
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unique  book.  All  other  books  are  man-made,  and  their  stories 
and  teachings  may  be  either  true  or  false.  Scripture  is  of 
divine  origin,  and  its  stories  and  teachings  are  all  true.  As  a 
philosopher  who  tried  to  introduce  logical  coherence  in  his 
religious  beliefs,  he  tries  to  remove  the  apparent  inconsistency 
between  a God  who  was  declared  to  be  invisible  and  the 
story  of  His  having  made  himself  visible  to  men  at  Mount 
Sinai.  In  great  detail  he  tells  us  how  the  revelation  at  Mount 
Sinai  was  not  a physical  appearance  of  God,  how  the  “words” 
in  which  God  “spoke”  with  His  “voice”  were  not  physical 
words,  uttered,  as  he  says,  by  means  of  “mouth  and  tongue 
and  windpipe.”  5 But  still,  while  all  this  was  a miraculous 
event  and  one  unlike  ordinary  human  communication,  the 
event  still  had  taken  place  actually  as  a historical  fact,  and  is 
not  to  be  explained  away  as  a fancy  or  dismissed  as  a fiction. 

Second,  revelation  meant  to  him  progressive  revelation,  a 
continuous  revealment  of  God  to  chosen  individual  human 
beings  to  make  known  to  them  the  meaning  of  the  revealed 
Law.  For  though  he  believed  that  the  revelation  was  final  and 
perfect,  inasmuch  as  the  Law  was  to  be  eternal,  this  belief 
did  not  mean  to  him  that  it  was  a closed  revelation.  Final  and 
perfect  indeed  it  was,  but  as  a revelation  to  men,  it  had  to  be 
couched  in  ordinary  language,  in  language  intelligible  to  the 
ordinary  run  of  man,  and  so  the  perfection  of  its  teaching  was 
often  obscured  by  the  imperfection  of  human  language.  Those 
to  whom  the  Law  was  revealed,  and  who  were  to  believe  in  it 
and  to  live  by  it  were  to  search  for  those  inner  meanings 
hidden  behind  the  uttered  words.  This  search  for  the  inner 
meaning  of  Scripture  cannot  be  successfully  pursued  without 
the  aid  of  God.  It  is  this  divine  aid  in  the  discovery  of  the 
inner  meaning  of  Scripture,  which  is  called  by  Philo  the  Un- 
written Law  and  corresponds  to  what  the  rabbis  call  the  Oral 
Law,  that  constitutes  a new  kind  of  revelation,  a progressive 
revelation,  and  a revelation  which  comes  in  response  to  the 
search  of  human  reason.  For  while  Philo,  like  the  rabbis  of 
Palestinian  Judaism,  believed  in  the  cessation  of  prophecy 
with  the  close  of  the  Hebrew  Scripture,  it  is  only  that  special 
kind  of  prophecy  which  inspired  the  writings  of  the  prophets 
of  the  Hebrew  Scripture  that  ceased.6  Divine  inspiration  and 
the  work  of  the  Holy  Spirit  continue  to  function  as  a super- 
natural source  of  human  knowledge,  by  which  man  is  to  dis- 
cover not  new  truths  but  the  real  meaning  of  the  old  truths 
which  are  embedded  in  the  final  historical  revelation. 
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Revelation  to  Philo  is  not  only  a new  way  of  coming  to  a 
knowledge  of  God,  it  also  yields  a truer  conception  of  God; 
and  hereupon  in  various  places  scattered  throughout  his  homi- 
lies he  explains  what  the  conception  of  God  is  as  taught  by 
revelation  and  how  that  conception  of  God  differs  from  that 
taught  by  reason  in  the  works  of  the  philosophers. 

This  scriptural  conception  of  God  as  contrasted  with  that 
of  Greek  philosophers  is  presented  by  Philo  under  three  head- 
ings, which  may  be  subsumed  as  a contrast  between  the  con- 
ception of  God  as  infinite  and  the  conception  of  God  as  finite. 

First,  God  is  infinite  in  the  sense  that  He  is  incomprehen- 
sible, for,  that  which  is  infinite,  according  to  a current  philo- 
sophic maxim,  cannot  be  comprehended  by  the  mind.7  At  the 
very  beginning  of  his  speculation  about  God  Philo  declares 
that  in  His  essence  God  cannot  be  known.  All  that  can  be 
known  of  Him  is  the  fact  of  His  existence.  This  distinction 
between  the  knowability  of  God’s  existence  and  the  unknow- 
ability  of  His  essence  was  something  new  in  Greek  philosophy. 
It  was  introduced  by  Philo.  Among  the  Church  Fathers,  about 
two  centuries  after  Philo,  and  already  under  the  influence  of 
Philo’s  teaching  of  the  incomprehensibility  of  God,  the  ques- 
tion arose  as  to  whether  Plato  conceived  of  God  as  incompre- 
hensible in  His  essence.8  On  independent  grounds,  however, 
it  can  be  shown  that  the  God  of  Plato,  who  was  either  one  of 
the  ideas  or  a being  other  than  the  ideas,  could  be  known  in 
His  essence  and  could  be  described,  though  Plato  was  not 
unaware  of  certain  logical  difficulties  arising  from  his  view. 
Nor  was  the  God  of  Aristotle  unknowable  in  His  essence.9 
The  terms  ineffable  (dtppiyroq) , unnamable  (dKaxovbpaaroc;) , 
and  incomprehensible  (dKaxdXriTrroq) , by  which  the  unknow- 
ability  of  God  is  expressed  by  Philo,  do  not  occur  as  a descrip- 
tion of  God  in  extant  Greek  philosophic  literature  before 
Philo,  but  once  these  terms  were  used  by  Philo  they  begin  to 
occur  frequently  in  Greek  philosophy.  The  chief  source  of 
Philo’s  view  of  the  incomprehensibility  of  God  was  his  rigid 
philosophical  interpretation  of  the  scriptural  prohibition  of 
the  likening  of  God  to  anything  that  is  in  heaven  above,  or  on 
earth  beneath,  or  in  the  water  under  the  earth.  The  unlikeness 
of  God  became  with  him  the  uniqueness  of  God.  Uniqueness 
meant  that  God  belonged  to  no  class.  And  since  He  belonged 
to  no  class,  no  concept  of  Him  could  be  formed.  He  was  thus 
incomprehensible.10 

Second,  God  is  infinite  in  the  sense  of  infinite  goodness. 
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As  used  by  Philo,  the  infinite  goodness  of  God  means  two 
things:  (a)  that  God  acts  freely  by  will  and  design  and  pur- 
pose; (b)  that  God  exercises  His  individual  providence  over 
human  beings.  This  conception  of  the  infinite  goodness  of 
God,  with  all  its  implications,  is  advanced  by  Philo  as  a view 
in  opposition  to  the  views  held  by  various  Greek  philosophers. 
Indeed  he  knew  that  all  Greek  philosophers  described  God  as 
good,  and  some  of  them,  Plato  and  the  Stoics,  though  not 
Aristotle,  ascribe  to  God  also  providence.  But  the  goodness 
which  they  apply  to  God  is  not  used  by  them  in  its  ordinary 
sense  as  a description  of  an  act  performed  by  will  and  design 
and  for  a purpose.  It  is  applied  by  them  to  God  in  a figurative 
sense  and  only  because  the  unwavering,  uniform  action  flow- 
ing by  necessity  from  the  nature  of  God  has  the  appearance 
of  an  action  guided  by  some  intelligent  will  toward  a goal. 
This  is  the  sense  in  which  not  only  Aristotle  and  the  Stoics 
apply  goodness  to  God;  it  is  the  sense  in  which  also  Plato 
applies  it  to  God.  When  Plato,  in  answer  to  the  question 
“Why  God  made  this  world,”  says  that  it  is  because  “He  was 
good”  and  “desired  that  all  things  should  be  as  like  unto  him- 
self as  possible,”  or  that  “He  desired  that  all  things  should  be 
good,”  11  despite  his  use  of  the  term  desire  there  was  no  choice 
on  the  part  of  God  in  the  creation  of  this  form  of  the  world. 
He  could  not  create  any  other  kind  of  world.  There  were 
“fated  laws”  (v6[ioi  Elpappdvot) , as  he  says  later,12  by  which 
the  Demiurge  was  guided  in  his  act  of  creation. 

Similarly  the  term  providence  used  by  them  means  inex- 
orable, fated  laws.  As  the  Church  Fathers,  a century  after 
Philo  and  speaking  under  the  influence  of  Philo,  try  to  show, 
the  providence  of  the  Greek  philosophers  means  universal 
providence;  not  individual  providence.13  Against  the  Stoic 
saying,  which  in  fact  represents  the  view  of  the  generality  of 
Greek  philosophers,  that  “the  gods  attend  to  great  matters,  but 
they  neglect  the  small  ones,”  14  Philo  says  that-  God  has  “a 
providential  regard  not  only  for  those  which  are  of  greater 
importance,  but  also  for  those  which  appear  to  be  of  less 
importance.”  16 

Philo  was  not  unaware  of  the  many  difficulties  that  may 
arise  from  applying  to  God  the  attribute  of  goodness.  He  was 
especially  aware  of  the  difficulty  arising  from  the  problem  of 
evil,  both  physical  and  moral  evil.  He  discusses  this  problem 
in  great  detail,  both  in  terms  of  Scripture  and  in  terms  of 
philosophy.16  Every  answer  given  in  native  Jewish  tradition 
and  in  philosophy  is  made  use  of  by  him.  But  despite  all  the 
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answers,  a residuum  of  the  problem  still  remains,  and  this 
residuum  of  the  problem  is  solved  by  him  by  the  principle  of 
the  incomprehensibility  of  God.  Not  only  do  we  not  know 
the  essence  of  God;  we  do  not  also  know  the  ways  of  God 
and  the  purpose  of  God.  “God,”  he  says,  “judges  by  standards 
more  accurate  than  any  which  the  human  mind  employs,”  17 
which  is  only  a paraphrase  of  the  words  of  Zophar  the  Naama- 
thite  in  the  Book  of  Job,  with  regard  to  the  problem  of  evil, 
that  one  is  not  to  try  to  find  out  the  deep  things  of  God  or  to 
try  to  attain  unto  the  purpose  of  the  Almighty  (Job  11:7). 

Third,  God  is  infinite  in  the  sense  of  infinite  power  or 
omnipotence. 

By  omnipotence  Philo  means  four  things:  (a)  God  created 
the  world  out  of  nothing  and  implanted  in  it  certain  laws  of 
nature  by  which  it  is  governed.18  (b)  Before  the  creation  of 
this  world  of  ours,  God,  if  He  willed,  could  not  have  created 
it  at  all  or  could  have  created  another  kind  of  world  governed 
by  another  kind  of  law.19  (c)  In  this  present  world  of  ours, 
God  can  override  the  laws  which  He  Himself  has  implanted 
in  the  world  and  create  what  is  called  miracles.20  (d)  God,  if 
He  wills,  can  destroy  this  world  and  create  in  its  stead  a new 
heaven  and  a new  earth,  though  Philo  happens  to  be  certain 
that  God  will  not  will  to  do  so.21 

This  conception  of  the  omnipotence  of  God,  in  all  its  four 
phases,  is  presented  by  Philo  explicitly  in  opposition  to  every 
school  of  Greek  philosophy.  It  is  in  accordance  with  this 
conception  of  the  omnipotence  of  God  that  he  rejects  ex- 
plicitly the  Aristotelian  conception  of  the  eternity  of  the 
world,  and  this  on  the  ground,  as  he  says,  that  it  “impiously” 
postulates  in  God  “a  vast  inactivity.” 22  By  this  he  means 
that  the  assumption  of  a world  existing  eternally  by  the  side 
of  God  would  be  a restriction  on  the  power  of  God.  By  the 
same  token,  he  makes  the  Platonic  pre-existent  matter  out  of 
which  God  created  the  world  to  have  been  itself  created  by 
God.23  Here  again  the  assumption  of  an  eternal  uncreated 
matter  could  be  a restriction  on  the  power  of  God.  It  is  for 
this  reason  also  that  he  rejects  the  Stoic  conception  of  God 
as  fate,24  for  fate  means  an  internal  limitation  on  the  power 
of  God  to  act  according  to  the  freedom  of  His  will. 

This  conception  of  the  omnipotence  of  God  is  most  strik- 
ingly brought  out  by  Philo  in  statements  in  which  he  tries  to 
answer  certain  questions  which  must  have  arisen  in  his  mind.25 
Why  this  order  of  nature?  Why  do  stars  sparkle  in  the  sky? 
Why  do  birds  fly  in  the  air?  Why  do  fish  swim  in  water?  Why 
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do  trees  grow  in  the  field?  Pagan  Greek  philosophers  had  two 
answers.  According  to  one  answer,  that  order  had  been  fixed, 
as  if  by  fate,  from  eternity  and  it  is  unchangeable.  According 
to  another  answer,  that  order  is  the  result  of  chance  and  it 
may  by  chance  break  down.  Against  both  these  two  views, 
Philo  maintains  that  it  is  all  the  work  of  an  omnipotent  Deity. 
Before  the  world  came  into  being  God,  through  His  omnipo- 
tence, could  have  created  another  kind  of  world,  governed 
by  another  kind  of  law,  a world  in  which  there  would  have 
been  no  succession  of  day  and  night  and  of  seasons,  and  one 
in  which  trees  would  grow  in  heaven  and  stars  would  sparkle 
on  earth.  And  now  that  God  created  this  world  in  its  present 
order,  God  can  upset  that  order,  though  He  promised  not  to 
upset  it  unless  He  had  to  do  it  for  some  good  purpose — a pur- 
pose, by  the  way,  which  more  often  than  not  He  keeps  hidden 
from  us. 

His  opposition  to  the  generally  prevailing  view  among 
Greek  philosophers  as  to  the  inevitability  of  the  present  order 
of  nature  is  expressed  by  Philo  in  his  oft-repeated  statement 
that  “all  things  are  possible  to  God”  (tt&vtcc  0e5  Bovorcd)  26 — 
a statement  which  reflects  the  Septuagint  version  of  Job’s 
address  to  God:  “I  know  that  Thou  art  able  to  do  all  things 
and  that  to  Thee  nothing  is  impossible”  (Job  42:1). 

These  four  principles  of  scriptural  religion  as  laid  down 
by  Philo  have  been  generally  accepted  in  all  the  philosophies 
of  the  three  revealed  religions,  Judaism,  Christianity,  and 
Islam.  They  all  accept  the  fact  of  a historical  and  final  revela- 
tion, though  they  may  differ  as  to  which  historical  revelation 
was  final.  They  all  accept  the  view  that  while  there  was  one 
historical  revelation  that  was  final,  that  final  revelation  was 
not  a closed  revelation;  there  was  progressive  revelation  sup- 
plementary to  the  final  revelation.  They  all  accept  the  principle 
of  the  incomprehensibility  of  God,  though  there  may  be  some 
difference  of  opinion  among  them  as  to  how  to  interpret  the 
terms  predicated  of  God  in  Scripture.  Finally  they  all  accept 
the  principle  of  divine  goodness  and  of  divine  omnipotence  in 
the  manner  they  are  conceived  by  Philo,  and,  though  they  are 
conscious  of  the  many  difficulties  arising  therefrom,  especially 
the  difficulty  of  the  problem  of  evil,  they  solve  all  these  diffi- 
culties by  the  incomprehensibility  of  God’s  ways. 

No  wonder,  then,  that  in  modem  philosophy,  ever  since 
the  seventeenth  century,  those  who  undertook  to  depose  scrip- 
tural philosophy  concentrated  their  attack  upon  these  four 
principles.  Let  us  then  examine  some  of  the  main  arguments 
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raised  against  the  four  points  in  scriptural  philosophy  as  de- 
fined by  Philo  and  let  us  also  see  how  a hypothetical  scriptural 
philosopher  would  try  to  refute  these  arguments. 


ii 

As  representative  opponents  of  scriptural  philosophy  we 
shall  take  three  philosophers,  one  from  the  seventeenth  cen- 
tury— Spinoza;  another  from  the  eighteenth  century — Hume; 
a third  from  the  nineteenth  century — John  Stuart  Mill;  and 
let  each  one  of  us  select  a representative  opponent  of  scriptural 
philosophy  from  the  present  century. 

They  all  reject  revelation.  The  arguments  they  use  are  all 
variations  of  the  arguments  used  by  those  whom  Philo  de- 
scribed as  “impious,”  arguments  based  upon  analogy  and 
upon  the  view  that  things  alike  in  some  respects  must  be  alike 
in  all  other  respects.  Instead  of  the  analogy  with  Greek  myths 
used  by  the  “impious”  critic  of  Philo’s  time,  Spinoza  uses  the 
analogy  of  “the  Koran  or  the  dramatic  stories  of  the  poets  or 
ordinary  chronicles.”  27  Hume  uses  the  analogy  of  “Arabians” 
in  their  records  of  the  miracles  of  “Mahomet  or  his  succes- 
sors” and  of  “Grecian,  Chinese,  and  Roman  Catholic”  au- 
thors.28 John  Stuart  Mill  endorses  Hume  29  and  adds  a long 
ponderous  argument  to  show  how  the  alleged  evidence  for 
revelation  will  not  pass  muster  in  an  English  court  of  justice. 

To  this  our  hypothetical  spokesman  for  scriptural  philoso- 
phers would  say:  the  same  old  argument  for  which  we  can 
only  repeat  Philo’s  answer. 

Both  Spinoza  and  Hume  reject  the  principle  of  the  infinity 
of  God  in  the  sense  of  the  unknowability  of  God. 

In  Spinoza  this  rejection  is  expressed  in  the  proposition 
that  “the  human  mind  possesses  an  adequate  knowledge  of 
the  eternal  and  infinite  essence  of  God.”  30  The  argument  by 
which  he  has  arrived  at  this  conclusion  is  not  directly  and 
explicitly  stated.  It  may,  however,  be  unfolded  as  follows: 

Spinoza  begins  by  asking  himself:  What  do  scriptural 
philosophers  mean  when  they  speak  of  God  as  unknowable? 
They  mean,  of  course,  that  He  cannot  be  the  subject  of  a 
definition.  And  what  do  they  mean  by  definition?  They  mean, 
of  course,  the  Aristotelian  kind  of  definition,  which  consists 
of  a genus  and  a specific  difference  and  which  is  conceived  of 
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as  prior  to  the  definiendum  and  as  its  cause.31  Spinoza  refers 
to  this  kind  of  definition  as  that  which  must  “include  the  proxi- 
mate cause”32  and  describes  it  as  applying  only  to  created 
things.33  Taken  in  this  sense,  Spinoza  admits  that  God  is  inde- 
finable and  hence  unknowable.  It  is  in  this  sense  that  he  says 
“every  substance  is  absolutely  infinite,”  34  by  which,  in  the 
context  in  which  he  uses  this  proposition,  he  means  that  God 
is  indefinable  and  unknowable.36  But  God,  according  to  Spi- 
noza, is  immediately  known  by  his  third  kind  of  knowledge, 
the  intuitive  knowledge,  for  God  being  an  uncreated  thing, 
which  is  in  itself  or  is  the  cause  of  itself,  becomes  known  to  us 
through  himself.  It  is  in  this  sense  that  he  says  that  “the  human 
mind  possesses  an  adequate  knowledge  of  the  eternal  and  in- 
finite essence  of  God.”  36  Thereby  Spinoza  challenges  scrip- 
tural philosophers:  You  say  that  the  existence  of  God  can  be 
demonstrated  only  a posteriori,  and  hence  you  say  that,  while 
His  existence  can  be  known,  His  essence  is  unknown.  I say 
that  His  existence  can  be  known  a priori,  and  so  His  essence 
is  known  no  less  than  His  existence. 

To  this,  I imagine,  our  hypothetical  refuter  would  answer 
that  those  for  whom  he  speaks  would  deny  that  God  is  an 
object  of  immediate  knowledge.  He  would  remind  Spinoza 
of  his  own  reference  to  St.  Thomas’  denial  that  God  could 
be  proved  a priori?1  Indeed,  some  scriptural  philosophers 
speak  of  direct  vision  of  God,  but  this  is  not  the  same  as  the 
intuitive  knowledge  of  Spinoza.  None  of  the  scriptural  philos- 
ophers, their  hypothetical  spokesman  would  argue,  would 
admit  that  the  human  mind  can  generate  its  own  knowledge. 
All  knowledge,  he  would  say  for  them,  must  come  from  an 
external  source,  though  not  necessarily  a sensible  source.  He 
would  go  further  and  maintain  that  no  Greek  philosopher 
ever  believed  that  the  mind  generates  its  own  knowledge. 
What  is  the  so-called  immediate  knowledge  of  Plato  if  not  the 
recollection  of  pre-existent  ideas?  And  what  are  the  indemon- 
strable immediately  known  premises  of  Aristotle  if  not  some- 
thing which  have  ultimately  their  source  in  sense  perception? 
And  the  common  notions  of  the  Stoics,  are  they  not  based 
upon  experience?  Even  the  innate  ideas  of  Descartes  can  be 
shown  to  have  been  considered  by  him  as  having  an  external 
source.  Our  hypothetical  scriptural  philosopher  would  admit, 
of  course,  that  Spinoza  has  an  explanation  for  his  intuitive 
knowledge,  which  is  consistent  with  his  general  system  of 
philosophy,  but  he  would  challenge  both  the  explanation  and 
the  system. 
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In  Hume,  the  argument  against  the  unknowability  of  God 
is  more  direct  and  more  explicit.  Referring  to  all  the  scriptural 
philosophers  as  mystics,  he  addresses  them  as  follows:  “How 
do  you  Mystics,  who  maintain  the  absolute  incomprehensi- 
bility of  the  Deity,  differ  from  Sceptics  or  Atheists,  who  assert 
that  the  first  cause  of  all  is  unknown  and  unintelligible?”  38 
He  thus  argues  from  a lack  of  knowledge  of  the  essence  of 
God  to  a lack  of  knowledge  of  His  existence. 

Let  us  see  how  our  hypothetical  scriptural  philosopher 
would  answer  this  argument. 

First,  he  would  say  it  is  an  old  argument.  It  is  to  be  found 
in  Thomas  Aquinas.39  It  occurs  in  St.  Thomas’  refutation  of 
those  anti-rationalist  theologians  who  maintain  that  the  ex- 
istence of  God  is  a matter  of  faith  only  and  cannot  be  demon- 
strated by  reason.  For  in  God,  they  argue,  existence  is  identical 
with  essence  and,  inasmuch  as  God’s  essence  cannot  be  known. 
His  existence  cannot  be  demonstrated.  This  argument  of  St. 
Thomas’  anti-rationalist  theologians  is  exactly  the  same  as  that 
of  Hume,  except  that  in  St.  Thomas  the  argument  is  put  in  the 
mouth  of  those  who,  denying  that  God  can  be  demonstrated 
by  reason,  fall  back  upon  faith,  whereas  in  Hume  it  is  quoted 
in  the  name  of  those  who,  denying  that  God  can  be  demon- 
strated by  reason,  became  sceptics  or  atheists. 

The  answer  given  by  St.  Thomas  is  that  the  existence  of  God 
which  is  said  to  be  identical  with  His  essence  is  not  the  same 
kind  of  existence  of  God  which  can  be  established  by  demon- 
tration.40  Our  hypothetical  scriptural  philosopher,  I think, 
could  do  better  than  that.  He  would  go  about  answering  Hume 
as  follows.  He  would  say  that  Hume’s  contention  that  a God 
who  is  not  known  is  a God  that  does  not  exist  has  in  it  a touch 
of  Berkeleyan  philosophy.  It  implies  that  to  exist  means  to  be 
perceived,  or  to  be  known,  so  that  if  a thing  is  not  known  it 
does  not  exist.  Our  hypothetical  scriptural  philosopher  would 
admit  that,  if  one  really  believed  that  only  that  exists  which  is 
known,  one  cannot  consistently  affirm  both  that  God  exists 
and  that  God  cannot  be  known. 

But,  scriptural  philosophers,  their  hypothetical  spokesman 
would  continue,  do  not  admit  the  main  premise.  They  do  not 
believe  that  to  exist  is  to  be  known.  They  are  old-fashioned 
philosophers,  Aristotelians,  if  you  please.  With  all  their  quar- 
rels with  Aristotle  on  matters  divine,  they  are  inclined  to  agree 
with  him  in  matters  mundane.  And  following  the  old  custom 
of  scriptural  philosophers  of  documenting  every  statement  they 
make,  our  hypothetical  spokesman  of  scriptural  philosophers 
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would  refer  to  Aristotle’s  discussion  of  the  distinction  between 
a relation  in  which  the  correlatives  are  simultaneous  in  nature 
and  a relation  in  which  the  correlatives  are  not  simultaneous 
in  nature.41  By  a relation  in  which  the  correlatives  are  simul- 
taneous in  nature,  Aristotle  means  a relation  in  which  the 
existence  of  one  of  the  correlatives  necessarily  implies  the 
existence  of  the  other,  as,  for  instance,  the  correlatives  “mas- 
ter’ and  “slave,”  in  which  the  existence  of  “master”  necessi- 
tates the  existence  of  “slave”  and  vice  versa  the  existence  of 
“slave”  necessitates  the  existence  of  “master.”  By  a relation  in 
which  the  correlatives  are  not  simultaneous  in  nature,  Aristotle 
means  a relation  in  which  one  correlative  may  exist  even  when 
the  other  correlative  does  not  exist.  And  he  illustrates  it  by  the 
example  of  the  relation  of  “knowledge”  to  the  “object  of 
knowledge.”  This  relation,  he  says,  is  one  in  which  the  correl- 
atives are  not  simultaneous  in  nature,  because  the  “object  of 
knowledge”  may  have  existence  even  when  there  is  no  “knowl- 
edge” of  it,  as,  for  instance,  the  squaring  of  a circle.  And  so, 
our  hypothetical  scriptural  philosopher  would  conclude,  there 
is  a difference  between  the  assertion  that  God’s  essence  cannot 
be  known  and  the  assertion  that  God’s  existence,  which  is 
identical  with  His  essence,  can  be  demonstrated,  for  this  is 
exactly  a case  of  a relation  between  “knowledge”  and  the 
“object  of  knowledge,”  by  which  Aristotle  illustrates  the  kind 
of  relation  in  which  the  correlatives  are  not  simultaneous  in 
nature  and  of  which  he  consequently  says  that  one  of  the 
correlatives,  the  “object  of  knowledge,”  may  exist,  even  though 
the  other  correlative,  “knowledge,”  does  not  exist. 

Then  Spinoza,  Hume,  and  Mill  reject  the  infinity  of  God 
in  the  sense  of  infinite  goodness  by  invoking  the  old  problem 
of  evil.  Spinoza  introduces  the  problem  by  the  statement  that 
“amidst  so  much  in  nature  that  is  beneficial,  not  a few  things 
must  have  been  observed  which  are  injurious”  and  he  illus- 
trates it  by  an  old-fashioned  list  of  evils:  “storms,  earthquakes, 
diseases.”  42  Hume,  with  the  scriptural  expressions  “cursed  is 
the  ground  (Genesis  3:17)  and  “the  earth  also  was  corrupted” 
(Genesis  6:11)  and  “the  land  was  polluted”  (Psalms  106:38) 
in  the  back  of  his  mind,  starts  out  with  the  general  statement 
that  “the  whole  earth  ...  is  cursed  and  polluted”  and  then 
proceeds  to  enumerate  the  various  evils  in  the  world  in  the 
form  of  an  elaboration  on  an  allusion  to  Hobbes’  dictum 
about  the  war  of  every  one  against  every  one.43  And  John 
Stuart  Mill,  lugubriously  pointing  to  history,  shows  how  during 
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all  past  ages  in  all  countries  mankind’s  lot  was  not  a happy 
one.44 

Logically,  the  problem  presents  itself  to  them  in  the  form 
of  a dilemma.  Spinoza,  dealing  in  general  with  the  finitude 
of  the  world,  which  includes  the  evil  therein,  phrases  the 
dilemma  as  follows:  “If  it  is  finite  through  its  cause,  this  must 
be  either  because  it  could  not  give  more,  or  because  it  would 
not  give  more.  That  He  should  not  have  been  able  to  give 
more  would  contradict  His  omnipotence;  that  He  should  not 
have  been  willing  to  give  more,  when  He  could  well  do  so, 
savors  of  ill-will,  which  is  nowise  in  God,  who  is  all  goodness 
and  perfection.” 45  Hume,  dealing  directly  with  the  problem 
of  evil,  phrases  the  dilemma  in  similar  terms  as  follows:  “Is 
He  willing  to  prevent  evil,  but  not  able?  Then  He  is  impotent. 
Is  He  able  but  not  willing?  Then  He  is  malevolent.”  40  Both 
of  them  finally  bring  up  the  sovereign  traditional  solution, 
that  of  Zophar  the  Naamathite,  to  the  effect  that  one  cannot 
find  out  the  deep  things  of  God  or  attain  unto  the  purpose 
of  the  Almighty.  But  Spinoza  dismisses  it  contemptuously 
in  his  statement:  “And  so  you  fly  to  the  will  of  God,  the 
asylum  of  ignorance” 47  and  Hume  ironically  remarks  that 
he  is  willing  to  rest  the  argument  with  the  statement  “that 
these  subjects  exceed  all  human  capacity,  and  that  our  com- 
mon measures  of  truth  and  falsehood  are  not  applicable  to 
them.”  48  John  Stuart  Mill  somberly  argues:  “If  the  motive 
of  the  Deity  for  creating  sentient  beings  was  the  happiness 
of  the  beings  He  created,  his  purpose  . . . must  be  pro- 
nounced ...  to  have  been  thus  far  an  ignominious  fail- 
ure.” 49 

To  all  this  our  hypothetical  scriptural  philosopher  would 
say  that  all  those  for  whom  he  speaks  are  willing  to  rest  their 
case  with  a declaration  of  our  ignorance  of  God’s  ways  and 
would  ask:  Does  anybody  know  of  a better  solution?  and  is 
not  resignation  out  of  faith  better  than  resignation  out  of 
despair? 

They  all  also  reject  the  infinity  of  God  in  the  sense  of  in- 
finite power,  which,  of  course,  involves  infinite  goodness  with 
its  implication  of  will  and  design.  They  each  have  a different 
argument  against  it. 

In  Spinoza  there  is  the  implication  of  an  argument  that 
scriptural  philosophers  in  their  view  on  God’s  omnipotence 
contradict  themselves.  Evidently  drawing  upon  statements  of 
Maimonides  and  St.  Thomas  to  the  effect  that  God  has  no 
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power  over  impossibilities,  such,  for  instance,  as  making  con- 
traries to  be  in  the  same  subject  at  the  same  time  and  in  the 
same  respect,  or  changing  himself  into  a body,  or  producing 
a square  the  diagonal  of  which  be  equal  to  its  side,  or  making 
the  past  not  to  have  been,50  he  finds  this  to  be  contradictory 
with  their  expressed  belief  that  “all  things  are  possible  with 
God.”  This  is  implied  in  his  argument  that  to  say  that  God, 
if  He  willed,  could  not  have  created  the  world,  is  like  saying 
that  “God  could  bring  about  that  it  should  not  follow  from 
the  nature  of  a triangle  that  its  two  angles  should  be  equal 
to  two  right  angles.”  51  It  is  also  implied  in  his  argument  that 
it  is  more  in  accord  with  the  conception  of  the  “omnipotence 
of  God”  to  say  that  the  world,  and  this  world  only,  continu- 
ously flows  from  God  by  the  same  necessity  and  in  the  same 
way  as  it  follows  from  the  nature  of  a triangle  that  its  three 
angles  are  equal  to  two  right  angles  than  to  say  that  this  world 
was  created  by  a decision  of  God’s  absolute  will  out  of  many 
other  possible  worlds  which  He  could  have  created.52  Both 
these  arguments  mean  that  for  scriptural  philosophers  to  be 
consistent  in  their  view  of  the  infinite  power  of  God  they 
would  also  have  to  believe  that  God  has  power  to  change 
what  is  described  by  them  as  impossibilities. 

Let  us  see  how  our  hypothetical  scriptural  philosopher  would 
deal  with  this  argument. 

To  begin  with,  our  hypothetical  scriptural  philosopher 
would  say  that  not  only  Maimonides  and  St.  Thomas,  whom 
Spinoza  undoubtedly  had  in  mind  in  his  criticism,  but  also 
all  other  scriptural  philosophers  would  admit  that  God  does 
not  change  impossibilities.  In  support  of  this  he  would  refer 
offhand  to  Origen 63  and  St.  Augustine,54  among  Christian 
philosophers,  to  the  Mutakallimun,  among  Muslim  philoso- 
phers,55 to  Saadia,56  among  Jewish  philosophers.  He  would 
also  add,  in  passing,  that  all  these  scriptural  philosophers  had 
been  re-echoing  a sentiment  expressed  in  the  same  words  and 
illustrated  by  the  same  examples  by  such  pagan  philosophers 
as  Alexander  Aphrodisiensis  57  and  Plotinus  58  and  others.59 

Then  he  would  try  to  show  that  scriptural  philosophers  them- 
selves were  aware  of  this  apparent  contradiction  in  their  own 
belief.  Such  an  awareness  of  it,  he  would  show,  is  implied  in 
a passage  in  Origen.  In  that  passage  Origen  quotes  Celsus  as 
ascribing  to  Christians  the  statement  “as  if  it  were  said  by  us, 
that  ‘God  will  be  able  to  do  all  things’  ” (6uvr|a£Toci  ndvra  6 
0e6q)  .6°  Origen  does  not  disown  the  view  expressed  in  this 
statement.  His  remark  “as  if  it  were  said  by  us”  merely  means 
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that  it  is  not  a verbatim  quotation  from  the  New  Testament. 
On  the  contrary,  Origen  himself  in  another  place  in  the  same 
work  reproduces  with  approval  the  same  view  in  his  statement 
that  “all  is  possible  to  God”  (irocv  &uvccr6v  tS  Seep)  ,61  which 
is  a paraphrase  of  the  New  Testament  statement  that  “all  things 
are  possible  with  God”  (itdcvroc  huvoerde  irapdc  rep  0£<5).e2 
while  he  agrees  with  this  view,  he  admits  that  Celsus  “might 
with  a show  of  reason  have  opposed  it.”  63  How  Celsus  could 
have  opposed  it  “with  a show  of  reason”  he  does  not  explain 
here.  But  from  Origen’s  statement  elsewhere  that  Christians 
take  the  term  “all”  in  the  statement  as  not  to  include  things 
that  are  “inconceivable”  (tcov  d5iorvof|Tcov)  «4  ft  may  jn_ 
ferred  that  Celsus  could  have  opposed  the  statement  on  the 
ground  that  it  is  contradictory  to  the  Christians’  own  belief  that 
God  has  no  power  over  things  that  are  “inconceivable.”  By 
things  “inconceivable,”  incidentally,  he  means  things  which  are 
in  violation  of  such  logical  rules  as  the  Law  of  Contradiction 
or  the  rules  of  mathematics  and  geometry.  Our  hypothetical 
scriptural  philosopher  would  also  show  that  this  objection  is 
explicitly  quoted  by  pseudo-Dionysius  in  the  name  of  a ficti- 
tious “Elymas  the  Magician”  (cf.  Acts  13:8),  who  found  a 
contradiction  between  the  Christian  belief  that  “God  is  omnip- 
otent” and  Paul’s  statement  that  God  “cannot  deny  himself” 
(II  Timothy  2: 13). 63 

Finally  he  would  try  to  answer  this  objection.  It  is  not  for 
lack  of  power,  he  would  argue,  that  God  does  not  change  im- 
possibilities; it  is  rather  out  of  wisdom  and  justice.  God  could 
have  created  another  world  in  which  these  impossibilities 
would  have  been  possibilities.  He  can  also  destroy  this  world 
and  create  a new  world  in  which  the  impossibilities  would  be- 
come possibilities.  But  having  by  His  wisdom  created  this 
world  and  implanted  in  it  these  laws,  He  would  not  change 
these  laws  except  when  it  served  a certain  purpose.  For  God 
does  not  change  the  laws  of  nature  in  vain,  nor  does  He,  like 
a stage  magician,  perform  miracles  to  amuse  or  to  impress  the 
spectators.  Miracles  are  performed  and  laws  of  nature  changed 
by  God  only  in  His  exercise  of  individual  providence,  for  the 
purpose  of  preserving  those  who  deserve  to  be  preserved  or  for 
the  purpose  of  instructing  those  who  deserve  to  be  instructed. 
Now,  in  the  wisdom  of  God,  the  world  is  so  ordered  that  to 
attain  that  purpose  of  miracles  there  is  only  a need  for  a change 
of  the  physical  laws  of  nature;  there  is  no  need  for  a change  of 
the  laws  of  thought  or  of  the  laws  of  mathematics.  All  mira- 
cles recorded  in  the  scriptures,  from  the  creation  of  the  world 
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to  the  resurrection  of  Jesus,  are  miracles  which  involved  only 
a transgression  of  the  physical  laws  of  nature,  for  these  miracles 
had  purpose.  No  conceivable  purpose  could  be  served  in  the 
world  as  it  is  presently  constituted  for  a miraculous  change 
in  the  laws  of  thought  or  in  the  laws  of  mathematics.  When 
scriptural  philosophers,  therefore,  say  that  God  does  not 
change,  in  this  world  as  it  is  presently  constituted,  the  Law  of 
Contradiction  or  the  geometrical  proposition  about  the  three 
angles  of  a triangle,  it  is  not  an  indication  of  a lack  of  power; 
it  is  an  indication  of  the  fact  that  God  uses  His  power  in  ac- 
cordance with  His  wisdom  and  His  goodness. 

This  answer  is  implied  in  Origen’s  explanation  of  the  state- 
ment that  with  God  all  things  are  possible  by  saying  that  “in 
our  judgment  God  can  do  everything  which  it  is  possible  for 
Him  to  do  without  ceasing  to  be  God,  and  good,  and  wise”  66 
or  that  “we  maintain  that  God  cannot  do  what  is  disgraceful, 
since  then  He  would  be  capable  of  ceasing  to  be  God,  for  if 
He  do  anything  that  is  disgraceful  (atoxpdv),  He  is  not 
God.”  67  In  the  same  way,  some  Muslim  Mu’tazilites  explain 
that  the  impossibility  for  God  to  do  evil  is  not  because  God 
has  no  power  to  do  evil,  but  rather  because  He  does  not  want 
to  exercise  that  power,  and  this  because  of  “His  wisdom  and 
mercy”  68  or  because  of  “its  being  disgraceful  ( qablhah ).”69 
So  also  Isaac  Israeli  (or  Judaeus)  says  that  “the  fact  that  it 
was  impossible  for  Moses  to  appear  at  the  time  of  Adam  is 
not  due  to  the  powerlessness  of  God,  but  to  the  fact  that  such 
a thing  would  not  belong  to  wisdom  but  to  absurdity.”  70  Simi- 
larly Maimonides,  speaking  of  the  impossibility  on  the  part  of 
God  to  change  human  nature  with  regard  to  its  freedom  of 
action,  says  that  this  is  not  because  God  has  not  the  power  to 
do  it  but  rather  because,  in  His  wisdom,  “it  has  never  been 
His  will  to  do  it,  and  it  never  will  be.”  71  It  is  also  implied  in 
St.  Thomas’  explanation  of  why  God  cannot  do  that  which 
implies  a contradiction  by  saying  that  a contradiction  implies 
the  notion  of  non-being  and  is  therefore  not  “the  proper 
effect”  ( proprius  effectus ) of  God’s  power.72 

In  Hume  the  argument  against  the  infinite  power  of  God 
begins  with  the  general  proposition  that  “like  effects  prove 
like  causes”  73  and  then  proceeds  as  follows:  “For  as  the  cause 
ought  only  to  be  proportioned  to  the  effect;  and  the  effect,  so 
far  as  it  falls  under  our  cognizance,  is  not  infinite;  what  pre- 
tensions have  we,  upon  our  suppositions,  to  ascribe  that  attri- 
bute to  the  divine  Being?”  74 

Here,  again,  our  hypothetical  spokesman  of  scriptural  phi- 
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losophers  would  begin  by  pointing  out  that  this  is  an  old 
argument.  And  he  would  go  on  to  sketch  briefly  the  history 
of  that  argument.  He  would  show  how  it  appears  in  Plotinus 
in  the  form  of  the  following  questions:  “How  from  the  One, 
as  we  conceive  it  to  be,  can  any  multiplicity  or  duality  or 
number  come  into  existence?”  75  or,  “How  could  all  things 
come  from  the  One  which  is  simple  and  which  shows  in  its 
identity  no  diversity  and  no  duality?” 70  Substitute  Hume’s 
terms  “infinite”  and  “finite”  for  Plotinus’  terms  “one”  and 
“multiplicity”  and  you  get  exactly  the  same  argument,  based 
upon  the  same  principle  that  “the  cause  ought  only  to  be 
proportioned  to  the  effect.” 

Then  our  hypothetical  scriptural  philosophers  would  show 
how  Plotinus  tried  to  solve  this  difficulty  by  making  Nous,  the 
first  emanation  from  the  One,  a being  who  was  one  numer- 
ically but  in  whose  nature  there  was  an  inner  duality. 

He  would  then  go  on  to  show  how  scriptural  philosophers, 
such,  for  instance,  as  Maimonides 77  among  the  Jews  and 
Thomas  Aquinas  among  the  Christians,78  have  discussed  the 
problem  raised  by  Plotinus  as  well  as  his  solution,  how  they 
refuted  his  solution  of  the  problem,  and  how,  while  agreeing 
with  the  principle  that  “the  cause  ought  only  to  be  proportioned 
to  the  effect,”  they  argued  that  this  principle  applies  only  to  a 
cause  which  produces  an  effect  by  necessity,  but  does  not  apply 
to  an  agent  who  acts  by  intelligence  and  will  and  design,  such 
as  God’s  is  conceived  by  all  of  them.  Being  an  intelligent  agent 
acting  by  will  and  design,  their  God,  they  all  argued,  could 
produce  a plurality  of  things,  though  He  is  himself  one,  and 
could  produce  a finite  world,  though  He  is  himself  infinite. 

What  Hume  really  did  here,  our  hypothetical  scriptural 
philosopher  would  conclude,  was  to  rake  up  an  old  difficulty 
raised  against  the  non-scriptural  conception  of  God,  to  over- 
look the  arguments  of  scriptural  philosophers  that  this  diffi- 
culty cannot  be  raised  against  their  scriptural  conception  of 
God,  and  to  flaunt  it  before  an  innocent  world  as  a new 
argument  against  the  scriptural  conception  of  God. 

An  argument  against  the  infinite  power  of  God  is  also  ad- 
vanced by  John  Stuart  Mill.79  But  as  the  argument  has  not 
been  summarized  by  him  in  one  quotable  passage,  we  shall 
try  to  summarize  it  ourselves  in  some  brief  intelligible  form; 
and,  despite  Mill’s  disparagement  of  the  syllogism,  we  can 
find  no  better  method  of  making  his  argument  intelligible  than 
by  reducing  it  to  a syllogism.  Thus  syllogistically  stated,  his 
argument  runs  as  follows: 
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Everyone  who  employs  means  in  carrying  out  his  purpose 
is  finite; 

God  employs  means  in  carrying  out  His  purpose; 

Therefore,  God  is  finite. 

Here,  too,  the  scriptural  philosopher  would  begin  his  refu- 
tation of  this  argument  by  pointing  out  that  the  implication 
of  powerlessness  in  the  attribution  to  God  of  action  for  a 
purpose  and  by  the  use  of  means  was  a difficulty  not  unknown 
to  scriptural  philosophers  of  the  past.  It  is  this  very  difficulty 
that  had  moved  a certain  class  of  Muslim  theologians  to  deny 
that  God  acts  by  the  use  of  means.  As  represented  by  Averroes, 
they  believed  “that  the  One,  that  is,  God,  acts  upon  all  beings 
without  any  intermediary”  80  and,  as  represented  by  Maimon- 
ides,  they  believed  “that  God  does  not  do  one  thing  for  the 
sake  of  another  and  that  there  are  no  causes  and  effects,  but 
that  His  actions  are  all  the  direct  result  of  His  will,”  81  and, 
as  represented  by  Thomas  Aquinas,  they  believed  “that  God 
alone  is  the  immediate  cause  of  everything  wrought.”  82  This 
view  of  Muslim  orthodoxy,  which  was  repudiated  alike  by 
Averroes  and  Maimonides  and  St.  Thomas,  was  later  accepted, 
for  the  very  same  reason  of  safeguarding  the  infinite  power  of 
God,  by  the  Christian  philosopher  Nicolaus  of  Autrecourt.83 

Then  our  hypothetical  scriptural  philosopher  would  try  to 
show  how  this  argument  could  be  answered.  He  would  try  to 
show  how  God’s  employment  of  means  differs  from  the  em- 
ployment of  means  by  other  beings.  All  other  beings  employ 
those  means  because,  without  them,  they  are  powerless  to  do 
the  things  they  are  resolved  to  do.  Not  so  is  God.  He  has  the 
power  to  do  everything  directly  himself  without  any  means. 
In  fact,  whenever  He  wishes,  He  does  things  directly  himself 
without  any  means.  And  even  when,  for  certain  reasons,  known 
or  unknown  to  us,  He  employs  means,  those  means  act  in 
complete  obedience  to  His  will  and  nowise  do  they  limit  His 
power.  Supporting  this  assertion  of  his,  our  hypothetical  scrip- 
tural philosopher  would  quote  such  statements  of  Thomas 
Aquinas  as  that  “it  is  erroneous  to  say  that  God  cannot  him- 
self produce  all  the  determinate  effects  which  are  produced 
by  any  created  cause”  84  and  that  “it  is  clear  that  . . . nothing 
is  a cause  of  being  except  in  so  far  as  it  acts  by  God’s  power.”  85 
He  would  also  quote  the  view  of  Maimonides,  according  to 
whom  the  creation  of  the  world  was  a direct  act  of  the  divine 
will  without  any  intermediate  causes  88  and  that  if  in  the 
created  world  God  in  His  wisdom  acts  through  intermediate 
causes,  these  intermediate  causes  are  said  by  him  to  act  as  if 
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commanded  by  God,  with  the  result  that  “of  everything  which 
is  produced  by  any  of  these  causes  it  can  be  said  that  God  com- 
manded that  it  shall  be  made  or  said  that  it  shall  be  so.”  87  And 
all  this,  he  could  conclude,  ultimately  goes  back  to  Philo  who 
divided  God’s  actions  into  those  which  were  performed  by 
Him  directly  and  into  those  performed  by  Him  by  means  of 
intermediary  causes,88  and  those  intermediary  causes  have  no 
power  of  their  own  but  act  only  at  the  bidding  of  God.89 

What  Mill  really  did  here,  our  hypothetical  scriptural  phi- 
losopher would  conclude,  was  to  rake  up  an  old  difficulty,  to 
overlook  the  answer  given  to  it,  and  garnish  it  up  as  a new 
argument 

In  my  brief  survey  of  some  of  the  reactions  to  the  Philonic 
conception  of  God  in  modern  philosophy  I have  tried  to  deal 
with  the  subject  as  a historian  and  not  as  a theologian.  Know- 
ing that  scriptural  philosophers  in  the  past  have  raised  diffi- 
culties against  their  own  belief  in  revelation  and  in  the  various 
meanings  of  the  infinity  of  God,  I wanted  to  find  out  how  the 
difficulties  raised  by  themselves  compared  with  the  arguments 
raised  against  them  by  their  opponents  ever  since  the  seven- 
teenth century.  We  are  often  told  that  the  intellectual  climate 
in  modem  philosophy  ever  since  Spinoza  is  different  and 
therefore  the  arguments  raised  against  such  beliefs  as  revela- 
tion and  the  incomprehensibility,  goodness,  and  omnipotence 
of  God  are  also  different.  But  while  indeed  it  is  to  be  granted 
that  the  climate  is  different,  the  storms  and  thunderings  and 
lightnings,  as  we  have  seen,  are  the  same.  They  are  not  the 
clash  of  newly  discovered  facts  with  old  beliefs.  They  are 
still  the  clash  of  one  kind  of  interpretation  of  facts  with 
another  kind  of  interpretation  of  the  same  facts. 

When  philosophers  since  the  seventeenth  century  deny 
revelation  it  is  not  because  new  facts  have  been  discovered 
to  discredit  it,  but  rather  because,  as  in  the  time  of  Philo,  the 
belief  in  revelation  is  held  to  have  no  greater  historical  validity 
than  the  myths  of  the  Greeks,  though  in  modem  times  a 
greater  verisimilitude  is  lent  to  this  argument  by  the  greater 
knowledge  we  now  possess  of  similar  myths  among  other  peo- 
ples. Logically  the  argument  is  still,  as  Philo  characterized  it, 
the  refusal  to  distinguish  between  Scripture  and  myth,  except 
that  nowadays  more  people  are  apt  to  refuse  to  distinguish 
between  them. 

When  they  deny  the  belief  that  God  is  infinite  in  the  three 
senses  in  which  He  has  been  described  as  infinite  it  is  again 
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not  because  new  facts  have  been  discovered  to  discredit  this 
belief  but  rather  because,  like  Job  of  old,  they  refuse  to  ac- 
knowledge that  one  cannot  find  out  the  deep  things  of  God 
and  to  attain  unto  the  purpose  of  the  Almighty.  Logically  it 
is  still  the  same  old  question  whether  God  is  like  the  world  or 
unlike  the  world,  whether  He  is  part  of  nature  or  is  above 
nature,  leading  on  the  one  hand  to  the  assertion  that  our 
knowledge  of  nature  is  now  greater  than  in  the  past  and  on 
the  other  hand  to  the  contention  that  with  all  our  increased 
knowledge  of  nature  the  facts  thereof,  not  only  in  their  raw 
state  but  even  in  their  scientific  correlations,  are  still  sus- 
ceptible of  the  age-old  interpretation  of  rationalized  scriptural 
theology. 

The  Philonic  type  of  religious  philosophy  may  be  described 
after  Matthew  9:17  as  a process  whereby  old  wine  is  put  into 
new  bottles.  The  speculation  about  God  in  modem  philosophy, 
ever  since  the  seventeenth  century,  is  still  a process  of  putting 
old  wine  into  new  bottles.  There  is  only  the  following  differ- 
ence: the  wine  is  no  longer  of  the  old  vintage  of  the  revelational 
theology  of  Scripture;  it  is  of  the  old  vintage  of  the  natural 
or  verbal  theology  of  Greek  philosophy.  Sometimes,  however, 
even  the  bottles  are  not  new;  it  is  only  the  labels  that  are  new 
— and  one  begins  to  wonder  how  many  of  the  latter-day 
philosophies  of  religion  would  not  prove  to  be  only  philosophies 
of  labels. 
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New  Light  on  Tannaitic  Jewry  and  on 
the  State  of  Israel  of  the  Years 
132-135  C.E.* 


by  H.  L.  Ginsberg 


“The  State  of  Israel  of  the  years  132-135  C.E.”  is  the  regime 
set  up  by  the  Second  Revolt  (of  Judea  against  Rome).  (The 
First  Revolt  was  that  which  resulted  in  the  destruction  of  Jeru- 
salem in  70  C.E.)  My  designation  of  this  episode  was  sug- 
gested by  the  picture  that  emerges  from  records  that  have 
come  to  light  in  recent  years  of  the  functioning  of  an  actual 
independent  Jewish  state  by  the  name  of  Israel  and,  I may 
add,  by  the  welcome  and  attractive  light  that  they  shed  on 
the  head  of  that  state:  Shim' on  ben  Koseva,  Nesi  Yisrael, 
“Simeon  ben  Koseba,  Prince  of  Israel.”  Finally,  I have  in- 
cluded in  the  title  the  words  “Tannaitic  Jewry,”  because,  while 
the  majority  of  the  documents  I am  going  to  speak  of  date 
from  the  years  1 32-4,  others  date  from  various  other  times  in 
the  first  two  centuries  of  the  Christian  Era,  and  all  of  these 
monuments  of  Jewish  Palestine  in  the  Roman  Age  have  some- 
thing distinctively  “tannaitic”  about  them.  When  one  reads 
them,  one  feels  translated  into  the  world  of  the  Mishnah. 

The  modern  State  of  Israel  has  just  celebrated  its  nineteenth 
anniversary.  It  is  about  coeval  with  what  I call  the  Scroll  Age 
of  Palestinology.  For  although  the  first  scroll  cave  was  dis- 
covered by  the  Ta‘amireh  Bedouin  in  1947  at  the  latest,  the 
world  at  large  was  informed  of  the  fact  only  in  1948. 

It  will  be  recalled  that  the  site  of  the  first  cave  is  near 


* This  essay  was  adapted  from  a lecture  delivered  by  Dr.  Ginsberg  in 
1961,  when  the  Bar  Kochba  finds  were  first  reported. 

An  earlier  version  appeared  in  Rabbinical  Assembly  Proceedings,  voL 
XXV  (1961),  The  Rabbinical  Assembly,  N.Y. 
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Khirbet  Qumran,  in  what  became  in  1948  Jordanian  territory, 
and  that  this  was  the  seat  of  a monastic  order  of  a peculiar 
Jewish  sect — in  all  probability  the  Essenes — to  which  the  dis- 
covered manuscripts  belonged.  To  the  Bedouin’s  amazement, 
the  Jordan  Government  offered  a very  generous  price  for  any 
further  scrolls  or  fragments  of  scrolls  that  any  private  persons 
might  have  in  their  possession.  The  sons  of  the  desert  promptly 
began  to  explore  the  environs  of  Khirbet  Qumran  intensively, 
with  the  result  that  by  1956  the  number  of  known  scroll  caves 
in  that  region  had  risen  to  eleven,  and  the  number  of  distinct 
manuscripts  to  about  700. 

But  the  Bedouin  did  not  confine  their  archeological  activities 
to  the  neighborhood  of  Khirbet  Qumran.  It  was  in  October 
1951  at  the  latest  that  they  began  to  ransack  some  grottoes 
halfway  up  the  sheer  200  meter  wall  of  a well-nigh  inaccessible 
canyon,  known  as  Wadi  Murabba'at,  some  eleven  miles  to  the 
southwest  of  Khirbet  Qumran.  (Please  note  now,  and  recall 
later  that  nearly  all  the  wadis  that  empty  into  the  Dead  Sea 
from  the  west  become  deep  canyons  as  they  approach  the 
sea.)  Some  of  the  spoils  from  these  caves  were  sold  between 
November  1951  and  January  1952  to  Pere  Roland  de  Vaux, 
O.P.,  Director  of  lEcole  Biblique  et  Archeologique  Frangaise, 
in  Jordanian  Jerusalem,  and  in  January  1952  de  Vaux  himself 
set  out  on  an  expedition  to  the  source.  Of  the  four  caves  he 
found  there,  two  in  particular  contained  remains  of  intermit- 
tent human  occupation  from  about  3000  B.  C.  E.  to  about 
1000  C.  E.  Most  abundant  were  the  remains  from  the  first 
two  centuries  of  the  Common  Era,  including  Roman  coins 
and,  especially,  nine  coins  of  Shim'on  Nesi  Yisrael,  “Simeon 
Prince  of  Israel,”  the  tragic  hero  of  the  Second  Jewish  Revolt. 
Since  very  little  rain  falls  in  that  section  of  the  country,  and 
since  the  deep  caves  are  inaccessible  to  any  moisture  at  all,  it 
is  not  to  be  wondered  at  that  the  remains  of  antiquity  pre- 
served in  them  included  articles  of  wood,  leather,  basketry, 
and  cloth — and  documents  of  leather  and  papyrus.  These 
writings,  in  contrast  to  those  of  the  Qumran  area,  are  mostly 
of  a secular  character,  and  de  Vaux  had  been  able  to  tell  from 
the  contents  of  even  those  of  them  that  were  sold  to  him  in 
Jerusalem  that  the  majority  of  them  dated  from  the  reign  of 
the  aforementioned  Simeon,  Prince  of  Israel.  As  early  as  1953 
he  published  an  actual  order  by  Simeon  to  one  of  his  oflicers, 
Yeshua  ben  Galgula,  and  another  addressed  to  the  same  officer 
from  another  source,  mentioning  incidentally  the  proximity  of 
“the  Goyim,”  or  Romans.  At  that  time  he  did  not  publish  but 
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only  mentioned  the  existence  of  contracts  dated  according  to 
the  era  of  “Israel’s  Freedom” — meaning  the  reign  of  Simeon, 
Prince  of  Israel — and  of  some  documents,  about  whose  char- 
acter he  was  not  clear  at  the  time,  dated  “in  the  year  x of  the 
Liberation  of  Israel  through  Simeon  ben  Koseba,  Prince  of 
Israel.”  (Note  now  the  form  “Ben  Koseba”;  I shall  discuss  it 
later.)  Hints  about  the  contents  of  other  documents  were 
divulged  from  time  to  time,  and  since  1961  we  have  had  a 
complete  publication  of  all  the  Murabba'at  finds.  It  is  a col- 
lective work.  The  purely  archeological  description  is  done  by 
de  Vaux,  with  a chapter  on  the  textiles  and  basketry  by  G.  M. 
and  Elizabeth  Crowfoot.  The  Hebrew  and  Aramaic  documents 
are  described  and  interpreted  by  l’Abbe  J.  T.  Milik  who, 
though  neither  a Frenchman  (he  is  a Pole)  nor  a Dominican 
friar  (he  is  a secular  priest),  has  been  associated  with  de 
Vaux’s  institution  in  the  work  on  the  scrolls.  The  Greek  and 
Latin  documents  are  again  the  province  of  a Dominican  friar 
of  the  Ecole,  Pere  P.  Benoit.  And  the  few  Arabic  documents, 
which  are  of  course  the  latest  of  all,  are  published  only  from 
photographs  by  Professor  Ad.  Grohmann,  a German  Arabist 
at  the  University  of  Prague. 

This  volume  (really  two  volumes  of  Text  and  Plates)  will 
be  the  principal  source  of  our  new  information  on  Jewish 
Palestine  in  the  first  two  centuries  of  the  Common  Era.  But 
there  are  two  other  sources.  Along  with  the  material  from 
Wadi  Murabba'at,  de  Vaux  purchased  from  the  Bedouin  some 
documents  from  “an  unknown  location,”  some  of  which  were 
dated  “in  the  year  x of  Israel’s  freedom,”  and  all  of  which 
were  obviously  either  from  the  time  of  Simeon’s  Revolt  or 
somewhat  earlier.  From  this  source,  unfortunately,  only  an 
interesting  recension  of  the  Septuagint  of  the  Minor  Prophets 
and  three  legal  documents  have  thus  far  been  published.  In- 
terestingly enough,  one  of  those  legal  documents  is  composed 
in  the  Nabatean  dialect  and  script.  One  of  the  parties  to  it  is 
a Jew  (Eleazar  bar  Nikarchos)  and  one  of  the  witnesses’  sig- 
natures which  happens  to  be  preserved  is  “Joseph  bar  Judah” 
and  is  executed  not  in  the  Nabatean  script  but  in  a cursive 
variety  of  the  Jewish  script  which  is  employed  in  many  Jewish 
documents  of  this  age  and  region.  And  it  is  not  the  only 
Nabatean  papyrus  among  the  “manuscripts  from  an  unknown 
locality.” 

If  even  de  Vaux  and  his  aides  were  uncertain  as  to  the 
exact  location  of  the  find,  and  if  at  least  one  of  the  former 
owners  of  these  writings  owned  some  property  in  the  territory 
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of  the  Nabateans,  which  began  near  the  southern  end  of  the 
Dead  Sea,  how  could  the  archeologists  in  Israel  fail  to  suspect 
that  the  “unknown  locality”  was  somewhere  south  of  the  line 
which  divides  the  Jordanian  half  of  the  western  shore  of  the 
Dead  Sea  from  the  Israeli  half?  I recall  reading  in  the  New 
York  Times  in  1953  an  item  about  an  archeological  explora- 
tion of  the  Israeli  shore  of  the  Dead  Sea  that  was  either  about 
to  be  launched  or  already  in  progress.  Although  all  of  the 
positive  results  that  were  later  announced  concerned  Masada, 
the  canyons  between  the  Jordan  border  and  Masada  were  also 
searched,  but  no  scrolls  were  found.  Meanwhile,  however,  the 
secret  of  the  “unknown  site”  probably  traveled  in  Jordan  from 
the  houses  of  the  Ta'amireh  Bedouin  (for  the  money  they 
have  made  by  scroll  mining  has  enabled  them  to  substitute 
stone  buildings  for  their  goat  hair  tents)  to  the  older  part  of 
Bethlehem  and  to  Arab  Jerusalem,  and  it  may  have  been  a 
European  scholar  who  had  visited  Jordan  who,  late  in  1959 
or  early  in  1960,  tipped  off  the  Israeli  archeologists  that  the 
place  to  look  in  was  Wadi  Seyl  or,  in  Hebrew,  Nahal  Tse’elim, 
the  canyon  immediately  north  of  Masada.  A preliminary  ex- 
ploration by  Ahroni  in  Nahal  Tse’elim  did  produce  some  frag- 
ments and  so,  in  the  spring  of  1960,  all  four  of  the  canyons 
between  Masada  and  En-gedi  were  explored  in  a large-scale 
operation.  The  territory  between  Masada  and  En-gedi  was 
divided  into  four  sectors,  and  the  most  sensational  finds  were 
made  in  the  years  1960  and  1961,  in  the  northernmost  sector, 
the  north  bank  of  Nahal  Hever,  under  the  direction  of  Yigal 
Yadin.  Thus  far  they  have  only  been  published  provisionally, 
in  newspapers  and  periodicals. 

What  do  we  learn  from  the  Israeli  finds,  and  what  from  the 
Jordanian  ones? 

First  of  all,  it  is  now  apparent  that  both  the  Wadi  Murabba'at 
caves  in  Jordan  and  the  scroll  caves  in  the  four  canyons  in 
Israel  were  hideouts  to  which  officers  and  soldiers  of  Simeon 
ben  Koseba  and  their  families  and  others  fled  with  their 
papers  and  other  effects  in  the  last  stage  of  the  Revolt,  as  one 
town  after  another  fell  into  the  hands  of  the  Romans. 

Where  the  refugees  of  Nahal  Hever  fled  from  we  know  for 
sure:  from  nearby  En-gedi,  a beautiful  oasis  by  the  Dead  Sea 
just  south  of  the  Jordan-Israel  border.  The  documents  that 
Yadin  discovered  there  in  1960  are  (apart  from  a fragment 
of  the  Book  of  Psalms)  letters  addressed,  mostly  by  Simeon 
ben  Koseba,  Prince  of  Israel,  to  Jonathan  ben  Ba’ya  and 
Masabala  ben  Simeon,  two  officials  of  Simeon  ben  Koseba’s 
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who  were  stationed  at  En-gedi  and  charged  with  the  admin- 
istration of  a district  extending  up  to  Tekoa,  high  up  in  the 
hill  country.  It  is  because  of  the  fruitfulness  of  the  En-gedi  area, 
and  because  En-gedi  also  served  as  a port  (Ben  Koseba  orders 
them  to  unload  “a  ship  in  the  harbor  of  En-gedi”),  to  which 
supplies  could  come  from  any  other  point  on  the  Dead  Sea 
(including  the  south  and  east  shores),  that  Ben  Koseba  sends 
insistent  orders  for  supplies  to  these  men.  In  one  letter  he  com- 
plains, “You  live  in  ease,  eating  and  drinking  Israel’s  goods, 
and  have  no  care  for  your  brethren.”  This  irritation  may  re- 
flect a late  stage  in  the  Revolt,  when  things  were  going  badly. 
As  in  one  of  the  orders  to  Yeshua  ben  Galgula  found  in  Wadi 
Murabba'at  (mentioned  above),  the  commander-in-chief  fre- 
quently ends  with  a threat,  “If  you  fail  to  do  this,  it  is  you 
who  will  pay  the  penalty.”  We  learn  in  the  course  of  one  of 
the  letters  that  Ben  Koseba  is  dissatisfied  with  the  people  of 
Tekoa  (between  Bethlehem  and  Hebron)  and  orders  Jona- 
than and  Masabala  to  get  after  them,  which  means  that  it  was 
part  of  their  district.  It  is  well  known  that  some  non-Jews 
helped  Ben  Koseba.  One  such  may  have  been  the  man  with 
the  Greek  name  Thyrsos  son  of  Thinonos  whom  Ben  Koseba 
orders  Jonathan  and  Masabala  to  receive  because  “we  need 
him.”  Possibly  pagans  were  also  the  senders  of  two  letters  in 
the  Greek  language  which  were  included  in  the  bundle.  They 
are  fragmentary,  but  one  of  them  preserves  the  words  Simon 
Khosiba  (Sipcov  Xcooifkx)  in  Greek  characters. 

Special  interest  attaches  to  one  letter  in  this  lot  which  is 
addressed  not  to  Jonathan  and  Masabala  but  to  a certain 
Judah  bar  Manasseh  in  a place  called  Kiriath  ‘Arbayya,  which 
is  doubtless  identical  with  the  Birath  ‘Arba  of  Bethlehem  of 
rabbinic  lore  and  with  modern  Khirbet  Gharib,  south  of 
Bethlehem.  Therefore,  since  Ben  Koseba’s  headquarters  were 
in  the  neighborhood  of  Jerusalem,  Judah  bar  Manasseh  was 
stationed  between  Ben  Koseba  and  Jonathan  and  Masabala. 
To  him  Ben  Koseba  writes:  “I  am  sending  you  two  donkeys, 
which  you  are  to  send  to  Jonathan  bar  Ba‘yan  and  Masabala, 
for  them  to  load  with  palm  branches  and  citruses  and  send 
back  to  camp.  You  for  your  part  send  other  men  (no  doubt 
to  the  neighborhood  of  the  modem  garden  village  of  Artas, 
south  of  Bethlehem)  for  myrtle  branches  and  willow  branches. 
Prepare  these  and  dispatch  them  to  my  camp  here.”  The  sea- 
son was  evidently  close  to  Sukkoth.  By  the  way,  the  ethrog 
and  the  lulab  with  the  two  bunches  of  greens  attached  are  a 
motif  on  some  of  Ben  Koseba’s  coins. 
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To  complete  the  religious  picture  as  it  emerges  from  what 
is  known  of  the  Israeli  finds,  let  me  state  the  following:  One 
of  the  letters  adressed  to  Jonathan  and  Masabala  mentions  a 
Rabbenu  Betaniah  bar  Miyasa.  In  another  letter  Ben  Koseba 
orders  them  to  send  a certain  person  to  him  “at  once,  before 
the  Sabbath” — no  doubt  because  otherwise  he  could  not  be 
sent  until  after  the  Sabbath  (though  according  to  the  Hala- 
khah  he  could  be,  if  it  was  militarily  necessary) . Finally,  from 
one  of  the  caves  in  Nahal  Tse’elim  (most  of  whose  treasures 
were  evidently  carried  off  to  Jordan  by  Bedouin  infiltrators), 
the  Israeli  excavator  recovered  fragments  of  tefillin.  The  only 
thing  that  the  Chief  Rabbinate  of  Israel  today  might  find 
wrong  among  the  effects  left  behind  by  Ben  Koseba’s  subordi- 
nates in  caves  on  the  Israel  side  of  the  border  are  a hoard  of 
copper  libation  vessels  which  were  evidently  captured  from 
a Roman  regiment.  Since  the  mythological  reliefs  with  which 
they  were  adorned  were  defaced,  it  would  seem  that  their  new 
Jewish  owners  meant  to  keep  them  for  their  own  use;  but 
according  to  the  Halakah  the  entire  vessels,  as  appurtenances 
of  idolatry,  ought  to  have  been  ground  to  powder  and  cast 
upon  the  Dead  Sea,  unless  they  were  defaced  by  non-Jews. 
Perhaps  some  of  Ben  Koseba’s  Gentile  allies  obliged. 

But  it  is  when  we  turn  to  the  Wadi  Mur  abba' at  material 
(which  is  much  richer  than  the  Israeli  material  but  may  be 
equaled  when  the  Israelis  have  completed  all  their  explorations 
and  published  all  their  material),  that  we  can  hardly  be- 
lieve that  the  picture  of  living  tannaitic  Judaism  that 
confronts  us  is  real.  We  are  not  surprised  to  read  in  an  unfor- 
tunately fragmentary  letter  from  Ben  Koseba  to  the  aforemen- 
tioned Yeshua  ben  Galgula  instructions  to  accommodate  some 
products  and/or  people  over  the  Sabbath.  We  are,  however, 
very  interested  to  discover  that  the  remnants  of  Scriptures 
(their  fragmentary  character  and  the  wild  manner  in  which 
some  of  the  strips  are  torn  seem  to  point  to  vandalism  on  the 
part  of  Roman  soldiers  frustrated  by  the  slow  and  costly  task 
of  crushing  skillfully  directed  guerillas)  are  all — basically — 
standard  texts,  down  to  the  spelling  and  parashiyot,  and  we 
are  more  than  a little  intrigued  to  discover  phylacteries  of  both 
the  Rabbenu  Tam  and  another  type  (with  all  four  parashiyot 
in  the  order  in  which  they  occur  in  the  Bible).  It  is  without 
doubt  only  an  accident  that  all  the  complete  Ben  Koseba  phy- 
lacteries that  have  been  found  seem  to  have  been  shel  yad, 
inasmuch  as  the  din  that  a shel  rosh  box  has  to  have  four  com- 
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partments  was  observed  even  among  the  pre-Yavneh  and 
frankly  heretical  Qumranites. 

But  most  excitingly  informative,  even  on  religious  matters, 
are  the  secular  documents.  First  of  all,  the  trilingual  character 
of  Jewish  Palestine  is  vividly  brought  home  to  us.  On  the  one 
hand,  we  have  letters  addressed  to  Ben  Koseba’s  officer  Yeshua 
ben  Galgula  not  only  by  Ben  Koseba  himself  but  also  by  the 
notables  of  En-gedi  and  by  those  of  an  otherwise  unknown 
town  by  the  name  of  Beth  Mashko — all  written  in  Hebrew. 
We  have  even  quite  a number  of  Hebrew  legal  documents 
from  the  time  of  Ben  Koseba’s  revolt.  But,  on  the  other  hand, 
we  have  the  marriage  contract  of  a lady  of  the  Galgula  family, 
executed  in  the  year  124  C.  E.  (eight  years  before  the  revolt), 
in  Greek;  and  in  one  of  the  two  Hebrew  deeds  of  sale  from 
Jerusalem  the  vendor,  a certain  Kleopos  son  of  Eutrapelos, 
signs  his  name  in  Greek,  though  his  wife,  Shappirah  bath  Ye- 
shua, co-signs  in  Hebrew  characters.  And  of  course  there  are 
even  more  documents  in  Aramaic  than  in  Hebrew. 

It  must  not  be  supposed  that  the  language  of  the  Hebrew 
documents  was  artificial.  On  the  contrary,  just  these  docu- 
ments have  elicited  from  their  editor,  l’Abbe  J.  T.  Milik,  this 
observation:  “The  thesis  of  scholars  like  Segal,  Ben  Yehuda, 
and  Klausner,  who  have  maintained  that  mishnaic  Hebrew 
was  a language  spoken  by  the  people  of  Judea  in  the  Persian 
and  Greco-Roman  Ages,  is  no  longer  a hypothesis;  it  is  an 
established  fact.”  I can  see  no  evidence  for  dating  the  transi- 
tion from  biblical  to  what  is  usually  called  mishnaic  Hebrew 
so  far  back  as  the  Persian  period,  but  otherwise  I agree  en- 
tirely with  Milik;  and  I believe  that  you  will  too,  if  you  will 
only  consider  the  following  two  facts.  In  talmudic  literature 
we  frequently  find  himmenu  for  mimmenu,  himmakh  for 
mimmakh,  etc.  The  Hebrew  of  our  documents  employs  only 
forms  with  himm — . What  earthy  reason  could  either  the 
Rabbis  or  the  authors  of  our  documents  have  had  for  using 
such  forms,  other  than  the  fact  that  they  were  current  in 
everyday  Hebrew?  They  are  neither  Aramaic  (which  would 
read  minneh,  minnakh,  etc.)  nor  Old  Hebrew,  but  can  only 
have  been  developed  from  the  Old  Hebrew  forms,  in  living 
speech,  by  dissimilation  ( mimm>  himm — ).  Perhaps  you  will 
object  that  though  mishnaic  Hebrew  did  at  one  time  evolve 
naturally  from  biblical  Hebrew  it  had  ceased  to  be  spoken  by 
ordinary  people  long  before  130  C.  E.,  and  that  Ben  Koseba 
and  his  officers  and  officials  were  merely  imitating  the  literary 
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language  of  the  Rabbis.  That,  however,  is  untenable.  The  Rab- 
bis continued  to  say  et  habbayit,  et  hammakom,  etc.  Ben 
Koseba’s  scribes  and  officials,  on  the  other  hand,  have  reduced 
the  particle  et  to  a single  sound,  t,  analogous  to  the  prepositions 
b,  k,  and  l and,  as  sometimes  happens  with  the  latter,  the  arti- 
cle ha  is  syncopated  after  this  t,  so  that  one  says  takkevalim 
for  et  hakkevalim,  tammakom  for  et  hammakom,  etc.  This, 
again,  can  only  be  a natural  development  which  took  place  in 
spoken  Hebrew.  (There  is  nothing  like  it  in  Aramaic.)  It 
cannot  be  doubted  but  that  there  were  still  in  Ben  Koseba’s 
time  villages  in  Judah  which  were  Hebrew-speaking. 

One  such  town  was  in  all  probability  lr-Nahash.  It  is  men- 
tioned once  in  the  Bible  (I  Chronicles  4:12),  and  in  Ben 
Koseba’s  time  it  evidently  was  included  in  a toparchy  (or 
county)  whose  administrative  center  was  the  fortress  of  Hero- 
dium,  southeast  of  Bethlehem.  The  Murrabba'at  documents 
include  a number  of  agreements  entered  into  in  the  year  133, 
at  Herodium  with  various  persons  from  lr-Nahash,  by  one 
Hillel  ben  Garis,  acting  in  the  name  of  Ben  Koseba,  by  which 
those  persons  obtained  on  lease  from  Ben  Koseba  the  farms 
on  which  they  lived.  There  is  reason  to  believe  that  the  land 
was  not  Ben  Koseba’s  private  property  but  crown  land  which 
he  had  taken  over  from  the  ousted  Roman  authorities.  The 
interesting  thing  is  that  every  one  of  these  deeds  stipulated 
that  the  lease  is  to  run  only  until  sof  erev  hashshemittah  (the 
end  of  the  year  before  the  Sabbatical  year) , for  of  course  Ben 
Koseba  would  permit  neither  his  private  land  nor  any  crown 
land  to  be  cultivated  during  the  Shemittah.  Moreover,  the 
grain  which  the  tenant  undertakes  to  pay  as  rent  must  be 
tithed. 

It  is  not,  however,  only  the  piety  of  Ben  Koseba  and  his 
men  that  I had  in  mind  when  I mentioned  the  hardly  be- 
lievable picture  of  living  tannaitic  Judaism  that  these  docu- 
ments present,  for  they  also  bring  home  very  forcefully  the 
fact  that  our  Hakhamim,  in  prescribing  forms  of  marriage 
contracts,  bills  of  divorce,  and  even  business  contracts,  were 
not  creating  anything  out  of  whole  cloth  but  were  merely 
regulating  customary  usage.  The  resemblance  of  these  docu- 
ments to  those  prescribed  by  the  Mishnah  is  astonishing,  if  one 
comes  with  the  preconceived  notion  that  the  latter  were  pure 
theorizing.  But  they  were  not.  The  get  pashut  and  the  get 
mekushshar  (Mishnah  Baba  Batra  10:1)  were  living  realities, 
and  not  only  in  Palestine,  before  the  rabbis  worked  out  their 
rules.  When  the  rabbis  cite  the  forms  of  legal  documents  in 
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Aramaic,  it  is  because  in  the  time  of  the  Mishnah  the  forms  in 
actual  use  by  the  majority  were  Aramaic,  though  the  Mishnah 
itself  testifies  that  in  Judah  (southern  Palestine)  Hebrew  mar- 
riage contracts  were  in  use.  And  when  they  contemplate  the 
possibility  that  the  amount  stated  in  a document  in  terms  of 
zuzim  does  not  tally  with  the  amount  stated  in  terms  of  sil'in 
(Mishnah  Baba  Batra  10:2),  it  is  because  it  was  a common 
practice  in  Palestine,  whether  one  wrote  in  Hebrew,  Aramaic 
or  Greek,  to  state  the  amount  as  “X  silver  denarii,  equivalent 
to  Va  of  X tetradrachmas.”  Only  when  the  study  of  the  oral 
law  was  transplanted  to  other  lands  (e.g.  Babylonia)  and  other 
ages  did  the  discussions  of  such  matters  become  abstract 
theory.  (It  is  not  certain  that  even  the  Palestinian  Talmud 
knows  just  what  a get  mekushshar  is.)  So,  too,  the  rabbis  cer- 
tainly did  not  invent  the  concept  of  nikhse  melug,  property 
of  a wife,  of  which  the  husband  has  the  usufruct.  The  very 
word  melug  goes  back  to  Akkadian  and  is  encountered  in  a 
Ugaritic  poem  about  marriage.  How  real  the  institution  was 
can  be  seen  from  the  fact  that  purchasers  of  real  estate  in 
deeds  from  both  Murabba'at  and  the  “unknown  locality”  take 
care  to  have  the  wife  of  the  vendor  append  a waiver  of  all 
claims  she  may  have  to  the  property  in  question.  In  one  doc- 
ument, the  woman  implies  that  she  in  fact  has  some  claim  to 
the  property  by  stating  the  consideration  she  has  received 
from  her  husband  for  waiving  it. 

I may  note  in  passing  that  one  of  the  two  deeds  from  Je- 
rusalem that  I mentioned  before  shows  by  its  date  that  Ben 
Koseba  still  had  control  of  that  city  as  late  as  in  the  autumn 
( Tishre ) of  the  year  134,  which  perhaps  ought  not  to  come  as 
a surprise,  seeing  that  it  has  always  been  known  that  his  last 
stronghold  (which  fell  in  135)  was  Better,  only  seven  miles 
to  the  southwest  of  Jerusalem.  Whether  his  authority  ever 
extended  far  north  of  Jerusalem  we  cannot  say. 

I have  consistently  referred  to  the  leader  of  the  Second  Re- 
volt as  Ben  Koseba,  inasmuch  as  the  many  contemporary 
documents  now  available  prove  that  that  was  his  true  sur- 
name. Bar  Kocheba,  the  name  with  which  you  are  all  familiar, 
was  only  introduced  into  Jewish  usage  in  the  Middle  Ages, 
from  Christian  sources.  It  was  no  doubt  current  during  the 
Revolt  as  a nickname  of  the  hero  (“the  Son  of  the  Star”); 
for  the  device  on  some  of  his  coins  is  a shrine  with  a star 
above  it,  and  we  know  that  the  greatest  man  among  his  con- 
temporaries, Akiba,  believed  that  this  was  the  Messiah  and 
applied  to  him  the  verse  (Numbers  24:17)  “A  star  comes  for- 
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ward  from  Jacob.”  But  the  old  Jewish  sources  never  call  him 
anything  but  Ben  Kozeba  or  Bar  Kozeba.  The  z may  be  due  to 
partial  assimilation  of  the  s to  the  b or  to  disappointment  over 
his  failure  ( kozeb , disappointing,  unreliable).  We  now  know 
that  it  was  originally  s.  Let  us  henceforth  call  him  by  his  right- 
ful name,  since  we  have  nothing  to  be  ashamed  of  in  Shim'on 
ben  Koseba,  Nesi  Yisrael.  He  held  out  three  and  one-half  years 
against  all-powerful  Rome,  and  sold  his  people’s  liberty  so 
dearly  that  Emperor  Hadrian  omitted  from  his  report  of  vic- 
tory to  the  Senate  the  customary  formula  “I  and  the  army  are 
well.”  He  distinguished  himself  from  the  leaders  of  the  First 
Revolt  by  preferring  death  in  battle  to  being  dragged  through 
the  streets  of  Rome  to  grace  the  triumph  of  a Roman  emperor. 
He  was,  in  addition,  a pious  Jew,  and  if  Jamnia  (Yavneh)  had 
not  been  situated  on  the  coast,  and  therefore  always  remained 
under  Roman  control,  we  may  be  sure  other  rabbis  would 
have  openly  agreed  with  Akiba’s  opinion  that  Simeon  was  the 
Messiah.  Everybody  is  familiar  with  the  dispute  between 
Rabbi  Akiba  and  Rabbi  Yohanan  ben  Toretha.  I wish  to  point 
out  what  is  usually  overlooked,  namely,  that  Rabbi  Yohanan 
did  not  deny  Ben  Koseba’s  messiahship  because  he  found  any- 
thing for  which  to  criticize  him;  it  was  only  that  the  Messiah, 
in  Rabbi  Yohanan’s  opinion,  had  not  yet  come.  Within  the 
territory  that  Ben  Koseba  controlled,  Rabbenu  Betaniah  ben 
Miyasa,  whom  he  refers  to  in  one  of  his  letters  (see  above), 
was  evidently  on  good  terms  with  him.  As  Maimonides  ex- 
plains, only  the  outcome  can  prove  whether  or  not  a leader  is 
the  Messiah.  The  outcome  proved  that  Ben  Koseba  was  not  the 
Messiah,  but  the  record  proves  that  he  is  deserving  of  reverent 
remembrance  as  Shim'on  ben  Koseba,  Prince  of  Israel. 

These  records  of  the  ephemeral  second-century  State  of 
Israel — these  copies  of  the  Scriptures,  these  letters  which  bear 
witness  to  the  Prince’s  solicitude  for  the  observance  of  the 
Sabbath,  and  even  for  the  supplying  of  his  soldiers  with  etro- 
gim  and  lulabim  for  Sukkoth — help  to  explain  the  rise  of  the 
vigorous  State  of  Israel  of  today.  The  latter  was  of  course 
brought  into  being  by  the  utilization  of  opportunities,  but  what 
explains  the  existence  of  somebody  to  utilize — and  in  fact 
largely  create — the  opportunities?  What  explains  the  existence, 
in  the  nineteenth  and  twentieth  centuries,  of  a Jewry  with  the 
will  to  rebuild  its  national  life?  Consult  the  records  of  the  pre- 
ceding State  of  Israel  for  the  answer:  That  which  has  pre- 
served Jewry  through  the  intervening  eighteen  centuries  of 
dispersion  is  Judaism. 


7. 


Response  to  the  Introduction 
by  Professor  Alexander  Marx  * 

by  Saul  Lieberman 


Mr.  Chairman,  Professor  Marx,  Professor  Finkelstein, 
Ladies  and  Gentlemen:  At  the  outset,  I should  like  to  thank 
Professor  Marx  for  the  lovely  things  he  said  about  me.  At  the 
Jewish  Theological  Seminary,  you  see,  we  have  no  need  to 
import  people  from  other  institutions  in  order  to  praise  each 
other.  This  at  least  shows  the  love  and  harmony  which  exist 
between  the  members  of  the  faculty.  I suspect  that  Professor 
Marx  feared  that  I was  going  to  talk  about  him,  so  he  wanted 
to  neutralize  in  advance  the  effect  of  anything  that  I should 
have  to  say. 

Here,  in  the  intimate  circle  of  rabbis  who  are  former  stu- 
dents of  yours.  Professor  Marx,  I should  like  to  say  a few 
words  to  you.  I wish  to  utilize  this  occasion  to  extend  to  you 
our  heartiest  congratulations  and  best  wishes  on  the  occasion 
of  your  seventieth  birthday.  May  it  be  granted  to  you  to  con- 
tinue for  many  years  in  your  work,  in  your  fruitful  literary 
activities. 

I should  like  to  thank  the  Rabbinical  Assembly  for  granting 
me  this  opportunity  to  see  all  of  you  together,  and  especially 
for  this  chance  to  see  former  students  of  mine,  many  of  whom 
I have  not  seen  for  a number  of  years.  You  realize  what  such 
an  opportunity  means  to  a teacher.  It  was  especially  gratifying 
to  me  to  see  that  you  associated  my  address  with  the  Siyyum 
Hashas  which  is  so  dear  to  all  of  us.  It  was  indeed  gratifying 
to  see  or  rather  to  hear  the  Hadran  of  Rabbi  Abrams.  I’m  con- 
vinced that  he  has  studied  at  least  one  tractate  of  the  Talmud. 


* From  Rabbinical  Assembly  Proceedings,  vol.  XII  (1948).  The  Rab- 
binical Assembly,  N.Y. 
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Since  I am  a guest,  I will  not  venture  to  offer  you  any  sug- 
gestions. Permit  me,  however,  to  make  one  observation.  It 
may  be  worthwhile  that  at  your  annual  convention  of  the  Rab- 
binical Assembly,  lots  be  cast  as  to  who  should  deliver  the 
Hadran.  Then  at  least  one  could  be  sure  that  all  of  you  will 
have  studied  the  assignment. 

Gentlemen,  I originally  intended  to  talk  about  Palestine. 
However,  in  view  of  what  has  happened  in  the  last  few  days, 
I really  do  not  feel  competent  or  articulate  enough  to  talk 
about  Palestine,  to  talk  about  the  martyrs  of  Palestine.  I feel 
that  whatever  I could  say  would  only  devaluate  the  subject, 
and  I should,  therefore,  prefer  to  pass  over  it  in  silence,  “ll? 

DvftK  :rV7nn  irm 

I shall,  therefore,  employ  the  easier  method,  which  is  the 
traditional  way,  of  discussing  a few  passages  which  are  re- 
corded at  the  end  of  the  “Shas.” 

We  will  not  discuss  the  mother,  that  is  Palestine,  or  the 
father’s  wife,  namely  Babylonia,  as  the  Palestinian  Talmud 
calls  these  two  countries.  We  will  rather  discuss  a sister  of 
Jerusalem,  Alexandria,  and  thus  pay  tribute  to  the  achieve- 
ments and  contributions  of  one  of  the  ancient  Jewish  commu- 
nities, that  of  Alexandria.  We  will  later  also  proceed  to  make 
a comparison  between  the  Alexandrian  community  and  the 
Jewish  community  of  Rome. 

At  the  end  of  the  Talmud  (Nidda  69b),  we  read:  The  people 
of  Alexandria  put  twelve  questions  before  Rabbi  Joshua  b. 
Hanania.  Three  questions  concerned  Halaka,  three  Aggada, 
three  JYlTll  ’’"D’T  (I  will  return  to  this  term  afterwards),  and 
three  questions  were  problems  in  practical  wisdom. 

Let  us  first  of  all,  dispense  with  six  questions  which  are 
not  of  immediate  interest  to  us  here,  namely,  the  three  problems 
in  practical  wisdom,  and  the  three  questions  in  Aggada.  These 
subjects  are  discussed  in  other  parts  of  the  Talmud,  and  dif- 
ferent replies  are  given  in  advice.  Furthermore,  they  are 
merely  simple  questions — not  real  problems — and  do  not 
evince  any  particular  mark  of  learning. 

We  would,  however,  like  to  dwell  on  the  third  set  of  three 
questions,  so  that  we  may  be  able  to  determine  the  exact  mean- 
ing of  nna  *nm. 

R.  Joshua  was  asked:  Does  Lot’s  wife  impart  impurity?  He 
replied  that  a dead  body  imparts  impurity,  not  so  a pillar  of 
salt.  Again  he  was  asked:  Did  the  son  of  the  Shunamite  whom 
Elisha  revived  impart  impurity?  He  replied:  A dead  body 
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imparts  impurity,  but  not  a living  man.  The  third  question 
was:  Would  the  dead,  after  their  resurrection,  require  puri- 
fication with  the  ashes  of  the  red  heifer?  To  this  he  replied:  At 
that  time,  we  will  consider  the  question.  Another  version  of 
this  reply  was:  At  that  time,  Moses  will  be  with  them;  let 
him  decide. 

Rashi  explains  nVYD  as  silly  questions.  Although  I do 
not  wish  to  question  the  interpretation  of  the  highest  author- 
ity, we  know  that  there  are  sources  which  were  not  available  to 
Rashi  in  his  time,  or  which  he  did  not  consult  or  consulted  but 
rarely.  Such  a source  is  the  Sifre  Zutta  where  we  read  (ed. 
Horowitz,  p.  305) : Only  the  man  who  touches  a dead  body 
is  impure;  the  dead  body  itself,  however,  is  not  impure.  Only 
one  who  touches  a dead  body  becomes  unclean,  but  the  son 
of  the  Shunamite  himself  was  not  unclean.  You  see,  then,  that 
serious  attention  was  given  to  these  questions  in  a Halakic 
source,  and  I would,  therefore,  hardly  dare  to  call  these  silly 
questions.  If  one  compares  these  questions  with  the  practical 
ones,  which  were  submitted  to  R.  Joshua,  one  could  translate 
the  term  min  '"in  to  mean  hypothetical,  theoretical,  or 
questions  divorced  from  any  real  existing  situation.  Here,  then, 
lies  the  whole  key  to  the  idiom  and  passage  which  we  are  con- 
sidering. It  was  customary  at  that  time  to  test  the  wisdom  of 
learned  men  with  questions,  in  order  to  determine  the  true 
extent  of  their  wisdom.  The  questions  addressed  to  R.  Joshua 
were  arranged  according  to  a definite  plan.  According  to 
rabbinic  etiquette,  one  did  not  ask  more  than  three  questions 
in  any  one  subject  (Tosephta  Sanhedrin  VII.7).  There  are 
here  twelve  questions,  then,  divided  equally  into  four  cate- 
gories. 

Now  let  us  proceed  to  examine  the  three  problems  in  Ha- 
laka.  The  first  two  questions  are  quite  simple,  and  they  are  to 
be  found  elsewhere  in  the  Talmud  where  they  are  not  recorded 
in  the  name  of  the  Alexandrian  Jews.* 

What  is  of  real  concern  to  us  is  the  third  question.  The  prob- 
lem posed  to  R.  Joshua  was  this:  If  the  sin  offerings  of  two 
lepers  became  mixed  up,  so  that  the  sacrifice  of  neither  one 
could  be  identified;  and  if  one  of  the  sacrifices  had  already 
been  offered,  and  then,  one  of  the  lepers  dies;  what  was  to  be 


♦The  authenticity  of  this  passage  is  beyond  question.  The  term  nrriltt'D 
instead  of  the  usual  lfitfiu  1'  tno  is  known  to  me  from  no  other  source 
and  is  patently  of  local  usage.  It  was  not  employed  in  the  schools  of 
Palestine  or  Babylonia. 
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done?  The  living  leper  could  not  offer  the  other  sacrifice,  be- 
cause the  sacrifice  that  had  been  offered  was  possibly  his, 
whereas  the  remaining  sacrifice  was  that  of  the  dead  person. 
Now,  it  is  forbidden  by  Law  to  offer  a sin  offering  belonging 
to  a dead  person.  On  the  other  hand,  there  remains  the  possi- 
bility that  the  sacrifice  which  had  been  offered  belonged  to  the 
dead  leper.  Hence,  the  living  one  remains  obligated  to  bring  a 
sacrifice.  (Furthermore,  he  cannot  bring  an  entirely  new  sac- 
rifice, for  it  is  quite  possible  that  the  one  which  had  been  sac- 
rificed was  his,  and  he  will  be  transgressing  the  prohibition  of 
bringing  mtJD  frill.) 

Now,  here  one  sees  a real  puzzle.  I do  not  believe  that  this 
problem  stemmed  from  a real  situation  which  came  up  in 
Alexandria. 

Nevertheless,  this  was  a clever  theoretical  problem.  R.  Joshua 
himself  remarked  to  the  Alexandrians,  “Now  you  have  asked 
a clever  question.”  (Tosephta,  Nega'im,  end.)  Actually,  what 
we  have  here  is  a typical  riddle.  The  Alexandrians  merely 
wished  to  pose  puzzles  before  R.  Joshua  to  see  how  he  would 
extricate  himself.  This  he  did  by  replying:  Let  the  living  leper 
transfer  the  ownership  of  all  of  his  property  to  someone  else, 
and  he  will  thus  become  a poor  man.  Now  the  poor,  instead  of 
offering  a kid  as  a sacrifice,  may  bring  a pigeon,  which  is  ac- 
ceptable even  if  the  obligation  is  a doubtful  one.  This  is  how 
the  learned  rabbi  solved  this  problem. 

This  is  the  only  example  of  genuine  rabbinic  erudition  in  the 
Alexandrian  schools  which  has  been  preserved  in  Tannaitic 
literature. 

In  Amoraic  sources,  however,  we  have  another  Talmudic 
passage  which  stems  from  the  Alexandrian  schools.  This  con- 
sists of  two  questions  which  were  sent  by  R.  Zakkai  of  Alex- 
andria to  Palestine.  The  first  question  (Yer.  Yebamoth  VII.5) 
concerns  the  daughter  of  an  Egyptian  proselyte,  a question 
which  in  Egypt,  of  course,  may  very  well  have  been  a practical 
one,  and  which  we  may,  therefore,  dismiss  for  the  purpose  of 
our  discussion. 

The  other  question,  however,  was  more  along  the  same  lines 
as  illustrated  above.  There  is  a law  that  the  findings  of  a minor 
daughter  belonged  to  her  father,  while  the  fruits  of  her  field, 
that  is  the  income  of  her  property,  belong  to  the  daughter. 
Now  R.  Zakkai  of  Alexandria  asked  the  following  question 
(Yer.  Ketuboth  IV.6) : What  would  be  the  law  if  something 
which  belongs  to  nobody  happened  to  come  into  the  field  of 
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the  minor  daughter.  Ordinarily,  she  would  acquire  ownership 
over  this  thing  by  dint  of  her  ownership  of  the  field.  However, 
is  this  thing  to  be  considered  a finding  and  consequently  be- 
longs to  her  father;  or  since  she  acquired  this  through  the 
force  of  her  own  property,  should  it  rather  be  considered  as 
income  of  her  property  and  consequently  belongs  to  her.  You 
see  that  this  too  is  a difficult  question,  a problem  in  the  nature 
of  a puzzle,  and  it  was  left  to  the  Palestinians  to  solve  it. 

These  two  questions  are  constructed  in  the  spirit  of  the 
Alexandrian  schools,  of  the  sophistic  schools  of  Alexandria 
where  all  kinds  of  puzzle-problems  were  asked. 

Now,  what  do  the  rabbinic  sources  record  about  the  Jewry 
of  Alexandria?  Very  little.  We  have  an  occasional  remark 
about  them,  such  as  that  they  brought  their  dough  offerings  to 
Palestine  (Mishna  Halla  IV.10).  This  was  contrary  to  the 
law.  Again,  they  wished  to  behave  like  Palestinians  on  the  first 
day  of  Succoth  that  fell  on  a Sabbath.  The  Palestinian  scholars 
sent  them  a message,  saying:  “Please  do  not  depart  from  the 
traditions  of  your  ancestors.”  (Yer.  ‘Erubin  III,  end.) 

Other  questions  sent  by  the  Alexandrian  school  to  Palestine 
were  connected  with  local  scandals.  As  you  know,  the  Alex- 
andrians abducted  girls  betrothed  to  other  men.  The  problem 
which  came  to  Palestine  concerned  the  status  of  their  children 
(Tosephta,  Ketuboth  IV.9  and  parallels).  Similarly,  the 
Alexandrians  asked  about  the  status  of  children  of  mixed  mar- 
riages (Yer.  Kiddushin  III.  14) . I do  not  wish  to  dwell  on 
these  practical  questions  which  could  have  been  asked  by  any 
laymen. 

The  only  scholarly  material  which  we  have  explicitly  re- 
corded in  the  name  of  the  Alexandrian  Jews  is  these  two 
puzzles  which  I have  discussed  before.  We  too  must  differen- 
tiate between  questions  and  problems. 

This,  therefore,  is  all  that  we  know  in  rabbinic  literature 
concerning  the  erudition  of  the  Jews  of  Alexandria.  Alexan- 
dria, however,  was,  according  to  tradition,  a very  old  Jewish 
community  which  was  established  around  the  fourth  century 
B.  C.  E.  In  the  time  of  Philo,  Egypt  had  a population  of  about 
1,000,000  Jews.  A great  number  of  them  lived  in  Alexandria, 
and  we  can  suppose  that  there  were  certainly  hundreds  of 
thousands  of  Jews  there.  Alexandria  was  very  near  Palestine, 
and  yet  this  is  all  that  has  remained  of  their  rabbinic  learning. 

Even  the  problems  which  we  have  from  them,  as  I said,  are 
very  removed  from  the  reasoning  of  the  Palestinian  Talmud. 


124 


THE  JEWISH  EXPRESSION 


The  Alexandrian  Jews  may  have  very  well  been  influenced  by 
the  secular  schools  which  flourished  in  Alexandria.  The  char- 
acter of  the  Alexandrian  Jews  was  not  much  different  from 
that  of  the  Alexandrian  Gentiles.  The  Alexandrians  were  no- 
torious at  that  time  for  their  short  temper,  their  boisterousness, 
their  seditious  character,  their  harshness  and  their  sharpness. 
The  occasional  remarks  found  in  the  Talmud  about  the  Alex- 
andrian Jews  bear  out  this  record.  It  is  told  of  the  Alexandrian 
Jews  that  they  were  extremely  impatient,  and  that  they  used 
to  pull  the  hair  of  the  man  delegated  to  drive  off  the  scapegoat 
on  the  Day  of  Atonement.  What  is  more,  they  wished  to  be 
forgiven  immediately.  When  they  were  hungry,  they  were  so 
impatient  that  they  refused  to  wait  for  their  meat  to  be  cooked 
but  rather  ate  it  raw.  Since  there  is  another  version  of  these 
traditions,  attributing  these  characteristics,  not  to  the  Alex- 
andrians, but  to  the  Babylonian  Jews,  we  may,  of  course,  give 
them  the  benefit  of  the  doubt.  Nevertheless,  we  have  a remark 
in  the  Yerushalmi  (Hagiga  III.  1 ) about  a scholar  who  gave 
a sharp  reply  to  his  friends;  they,  in  turn,  said:  He  is  a real, 
genuine  Alexandrian. 

The  famous  letter  of  the  Roman  Emperor,  Claudius,  writ- 
ten in  40  C.  E.,  confirms  the  rabbinic  tradition.  Pleading  with 
the  Alexandrian  Jews,  the  Emperor  writes:  “Please  do  not 
intrude  into  the  Gymnasia  and  Cosmetic  games.  Do  not  bring 
over  your  brethren  from  Egypt  and  Syria  to  help  you,  because 
I may  suspect  that  you  are  fomenting  a sedition,  a plague 
which  will  become  dangerous  to  the  whole  world.”  Usually, 
when  a Jew  commits  a wrong,  his  action  becomes  a source  of 
danger  for  the  entire  world.  Nevertheless,  Claudius’  remark 
about  the  intrusion  of  Jews  into  the  Cosmetic  games  and  Gym- 
nasia does  properly  characterize  the  Alexandrian  Jews.  They 
attempted  to  force  their  way  into  restricted  clubs  and  into 
other  places  where  they  were  not  wanted. 

Now,  what  do  we  know  of  the  institutions  of  the  Alexan- 
drian Jews?  The  Rabbinic  sources  (Tosephta,  Ketuboth  III.l 
and  parallels)  mention  a regular  Jewish  court  that  had  for- 
merly existed  in  Alexandria.  From  Greek  Papyri  which  have 
come  down  to  us,  we  know  that  the  Jews  had  archives  of  their 
own  as  distinct  from  the  archives  of  the  city,  and  there  can  be 
little  doubt  that  the  Jews  also  had  their  own  courts.  Though 
we  do  not  know  to  what  extent  these  courts  had  authority  or 
competence,  they  certainly  existed.  To  what  extent  the  Jews 
had  recourse  to  these  courts  we  do  not  know. 
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The  Jews  of  the  Diaspora  had  other  institutions  which  may 
have  been  constructed  on  the  lines  of  Jewish  Centers.  We 
know  that  there  was  an  institution  in  the  Diaspora  called 
Judaikei,  which,  to  my  mind,  signifies  a Jewish  house,  a Jewish 
center  where  many  activities  were  conducted.*  From  the  con- 
text in  which  this  term  is  employed  (Yer.  Gittin  1.1)  it  is 
obvious  that  the  Judaikei  was  not  a synagogue. 

Similarly,  we  have  a dated  inscription  from  Cyprus  of  the 
year  390  in  which  a Jew  boasted  that  he  renovated  or  repaired 
the  whole  building  of  the  Hebraikei.  There  is  no  doubt  that 
the  reference  is  to  the  same  institution,  namely,  the  Jewish 
Center.  Apparently,  then,  the  Jewish  Center  is  not  an  innova- 
tion of  American  Jews. 

Of  course,  the  synagogue  remained  the  main  place  of  Jewish 
activity.  You  have  all  heard  of  the  great  Basilica  in  Alexan- 
dria which,  according  to  the  exaggeration  of  the  Aggada,  could 
accommodate  1,200,000  Jews.  Though  we  need  not  take  these 
numbers  literally,  there  was  doubtless  a great  center  there. 

We  know  from  Philo  that  there  were  a number  of  syna- 
gogues in  Alexandria  where  the  Jews  gathered  together  to 
study  Torah.  At  the  end  of  the  4th  century  C.  E.,  many  of  the 
synagogues  were  destroyed.  The  Jews  in  the  Diaspora  paid 
special  attention  to  the  external  appearance  of  the  synagogue, 
to  its  embellishment,  and  to  its  decorations.  On  the  walls  of 
the  remains  of  these  synagogues,  we  have  found  pictures  illus- 
trating scenes  from  the  Bible  and  the  Aggada.  These  decora- 
tions were  meant  for  the  masses,  so  that  the  preacher  might 
be  able  to  demonstrate,  to  illustrate  his  sermons,  and  thus  to 
attract  the  masses  to  the  synagogue.  We  now  understand  what 
it  meant  to  the  Jews  when  the  Christian  emperors  later  forbade 
them  to  embellish  and  to  decorate  their  synagogues. 

Within  the  synagogue,  of  course,  the  usual  petty  ambitions 
of  people  were  not  lacking.  People  wanted  to  be  presidents  of 
synagogues,  and  some  prided  themselves  on  the  fact  that  they 
were  presidents,  the  sons  of  presidents,  or  the  grandsons  of 
presidents  of  synagogues.  However,  in  one  inscription  we  find 
a president  boasting  that  all  his  life,  he  conducted  himself  in 
accordance  with  the  tenets  of  Judaism.  This  would  seem  to 
have  been  an  exceptional  case. 

The  role  played  by  women  in  the  synagogue  was  then  a 
considerable  one.  We  find  women  bearing  the  titles  of  “The 
Mother  of  the  Synagogue,”  and  “President  of  the  Synagogue.” 
We  need  not  take  these  expressions  too  seriously,  for  they  may 


[Correct  as  in  P’raqim,  1,  102.  S.  L.J 
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have  been  mere  honorary  titles.  In  an  inscription  of  the  6th 
century,  found  in  Venice,  we  read : “The  Tomb  of  Callistos,  a 
baby,  president  of  the  synagogue,  three  years  and  three  months 
old.” 

Nevertheless,  we  know  that  the  role  of  women  in  the  syna- 
gogue should  not  be  underestimated.  The  inscriptions  of  the 
synagogue  in  Apamea  from  the  end  of  the  4th  century  C.  E. 
are  quite  instructive  in  this  respect.  In  seven  out  of  fourteen 
inscriptions,  only  women  are  mentioned.  In  the  remaining  in- 
scriptions, men  and  women  are  mentioned  together.  The  men 
list  the  contributions  of  their  wives,  their  children  and  their 
mothers-in-law.  We  may  safely  assume,  therefore,  that  the 
role  played  by  women  in  the  Alexandrian  community  was  not 
inferior  to  that  played  by  them  in  the  rest  of  the  Diaspora. 

Now  what  is  the  Jewish  legacy  of  this  great  community? 
Outside  of  the  two  puzzle  problems  which  I mentioned  before, 
the  entire  bequest  of  Alexandrian  Jewry  mainly  consists  of 
translations  of  sacred  texts  and  of  apologetic  literature.  It  is 
interesting  that  the  translations  of  the  sacred  texts  and  the 
apologetic  literature  were  not  preserved  by  the  Jews  but  rather 
by  the  Christians.  The  Jews  did  not  preserve  the  apologetic 
literature  of  their  Alexandrian  brethren.  They  preserved  only 
the  works  which  had  permanent  and  everlasting  value.  But 
they  ignored  the  apologetic  literature  composed  ad  usum  gen- 
tilium  as  well  as  for  assimilated  Jews. 

Far  be  it  from  me  to  minimize  or  to  underestimate  the  great 
value  of  this  legacy.  Apologetic  literature  was  written  by  Jews 
throughout  the  ages  and  throughout  the  world.  The  Jews  can- 
not be  dissociated  from  Judaism.  There  can  be  no  Judaism 
without  Jews,  and  there  can  be  no  Jews  without  Judaism. 

Apologetic  literature  was  intended  to  preserve  the  Jew  and 
to  counteract  the  anti-semitic  literature  of  the  Gentiles.  The 
Jews  lived  in  abnormal  conditions  in  a strange  country,  in  a 
hostile  environment  where  they  had  to  defend  themselves. 
Sometimes  this  defense  succeeded  in  checking  the  prejudice  of 
the  Gentiles.  This  mere  remedy,  however,  was  very  much  like 
a medicine.  In  each  case  it  had  to  conform  to  the  peculiar 
constitution  of  the  patient,  to  the  form  which  his  disease  as- 
sumed and  was,  consequently,  ever  changing.  Sometimes 
remedies  help,  sometimes  they  are  ineffective,  and,  on  rare 
occasions,  they  may  even  cause  harm.  Still,  it  would  be  pre- 
posterous to  suggest  that  one  ought  not  to  use  medication  in 
the  event  of  illness.  Indeed,  one  must  properly  diagnose  the 
case  before  him  and  use  the  appropriate  tools.  I think,  there- 
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fore,  that  the  legacy  of  Alexandrian  Jewry  in  the  way  of 
apologetic  literature  has  its  immense  merits.  This  literature 
was  a service  to  the  Jews  as  well  as  to  Judaism. 

If,  however,  we  read  the  secular  literature  of  that  time,  we 
see  that  the  Gentile  world  was  much  more  impressed  by  the 
behavior  of  Jews  than  by  their  teachings,  by  their  actions 
more  than  by  their  words.  Josephus  did  not  exaggerate  when 
he  said  that  the  Gentiles  admired  Jewish  unanimity,  Jewish 
practices,  Jewish  love  for  charity,  and  Jewish  study  and  zeal 
for  study  of  the  Torah.  We  have  no  cause  to  discredit  his 
statement.  Indeed,  the  heathen  writers  confirm  it.  They  were 
especially  impressed  by  the  Jewish  zeal  for  the  Law.  The  pagan 
writers  called  the  Jews  a nation  of  philosophers,  a whole  nation 
of  philosophers,  because  they  saw  them  devoting  themselves 
to  the  study  of  the  Law.  Later,  in  the  Middle  Ages,  the  Chris- 
tians were  also  impressed  by  this  characteristic,  and  the  same 
has  held  true  even  in  modem  times. 

An  illustration  of  this  is  afforded  to  us  by  a German  writer 
of  the  20th  century  who  was  interested  in  biblical  studies. 
While  serving  in  the  German  intelligence  office  in  Warsaw 
during  the  First  World  War,  the  members  of  his  office  learned 
that  something  very  mysterious  was  going  on  in  the  Jewish 
section.  It  was  said  that  coachmen  come  one  after  another 
without  passengers  and  disappear  mysteriously  into  a certain 
courtyard.  This  German  officer  went  to  investigate  for  himself 
and  arriving  at  the  place  in  question  with  two  detectives,  stood 
and  watched.  It  was  true.  Coachman  after  coachman  was 
driving  in  with  no  passengers  in  his  carriage.  All  of  them 
disappeared  into  a courtyard  into  which  the  German  officer 
followed  them.  He  finally  came  into  one  of  the  upper  stories 
of  the  building.  There  he  opened  the  door  and  saw  two  long 
tables  surrounded  by  coachmen  who  were  sitting  in  their  high 
hats,  bent  over  books,  and  listening  attentively  to  a man  who 
was  expounding  something.  The  officer  realized  at  once  that 
there  could  be  no  question  about  a plot  being  fomented  against 
the  government  here.  Nevertheless,  he  stood  in  amazement. 
He  reports  that  he  remained  motionless,  observing  the  occu- 
pants of  the  room  without  being  able  to  comprehend  what  was 
going  on.  Finally,  he  motioned  to  one  of  the  listeners,  for, 
before  that,  no  one  had  even  takerf  notice  of  the  intruders. 
Speaking  with  his  fragmentary  knowledge  of  Yiddish,  the 
German  motioned  to  one  of  the  coachmen  and  asked  him, 
“What  is  this?” 

“Why,  this  is  a synagogue,”  the  Jew  replied. 
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The  German  repeated  his  question,  “What  is  this?” 

“Why,  they  are  sitting  and  studying  the  law.” 

The  German  asked,  “Is  today  Yom  Kippur,  a holy  day?” 

“No,”  the  Jew  said,  “this  is  what  we  do  every  day.” 

“You  mean  to  say  that  every  day  you  come  here  and  listen 
to  a lecture  on  the  law?” 

“Why,  certainly,”  the  Jew  said. 

“After  a day  of  labor  and  hard  work?” 

“Yes,  that  is  what  we  do.” 

The  German  was  convinced,  and  he  concluded  his  account, 
saying:  “It  is  amazing.  It  is  unthinkable.  It  is  inconceivable 
that  German  drivers,  whose  intellectual  level  is  higher  than 
that  of  Jewish  coachmen  in  Warsaw,  should  come  every  day  to 
the  University  of  Berlin  and  listen  to  lectures  in  law.” 

The  German  officer  did  not  express  it,  but  what  doubtless 
rose  in  his  mind  was  the  statement  of  a classical  writer:  “It 
is  really  a people  of  philosophers.”  In  modern  times,  as  in 
ancient  times,  it  is  this  traditional  Jewish  behavior  that  has 
evoked  the  admiration  of  the  Gentile. 

We  should  like  now  to  compare  the  Jewish  community  of 
Alexandria  with  another  great  Jewish  community,  the  Jewish 
community  of  Rome.  This,  too,  was  an  old  Jewish  community, 
and  by  the  first  century  B.  C.  E.,  we  know,  it  was  a very 
powerful  community.  The  words  of  Cicero  in  this  regard  are 
by  now  a commonplace,  but  they  are  still  very  striking  and 
bear  repetition.  In  an  address  that  Cicero  delivered  in  59 
B.  C.  E.,  in  defense  of  Flaccus,  who  had  confiscated  Jewish 
gold  designated  for  the  temple  in  Jerusalem,  Cicero  said:  “And 
now  about  the  Jewish  gold,”  and  turning  to  the  accuser,  he 
said:  I know  why  you  chose  this  place,  the  neighborhood  of 
the  grades  of  Aurelius.  It  is  on  account  of  the  nature  of  the 
accusation  that  you  chose  this  place  and  this  mob.  You  know 
how  great  are  its  numbers;  you  know  how  strong  is  its  con- 
cord; how  powerful  it  is  in  the  political  assemblies.  Therefore, 
I am  delivering  my  plea  in  a whisper,  so  that  only  the  judges 
may  hear  me,  because  I am  afraid.” 

. one  eliminates  the  anti-semitic  remarks  in  this  passage, 
it  is  possible  to  see  that  if  so  prominent  a citizen  as  Cicero 
admitted,  as  it  were,  that  he  was  afraid,  then,  indeed,  the 
Jewish  community  of  Rome  must  have  been  a strong  and 
powerful  one.  Thus,  as  early  as  the  first  century,  B.  C.  E„  the 
Jewish  community  of  Rome  was  already  a powerful  and  in- 
fluential one. 
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Did  the  Jews  confine  themselves  to  political  activities  alone? 
We  have  reliable  information  indicating  that  the  Jews  of  Rome 
had  many  learned  men  among  them,  and  that  at  least  for  a 
time,  Rome  was  a center  of  Jewish  learning.  You  are  doubt- 
less all  familiar  with  the  name  of  'DTI  DITin  whose  state- 
ment is  recorded  in  the  Talmud.  You  know  that  he  instituted 
the  practice  whereby  the  Jews  of  Rome  ate  a roasted  kid  on 
the  first  night  of  Passover,  a practice  against  which  the  Pales- 
tinian rabbis  demurred.  We  also  know  of  iQI"!  |V’12I73 
whose  teachings  are  preserved  in  the  Palestinian  Midrashim 
though  he,  himself,  is  not  mentioned  in  the  Talmudic  litera- 
ture. The  school  of  R.  Mathias  b.  Heresh  in  Rome  was  so 
famous  that  the  Palestinian  rabbis  explicitly  recommended  it 
to  the  scholars  saying,  “Justice,  Justice  shalt  thou  follow  (Deu- 
teronomy 16:20) ; follow  R.  Mathias  b.  Heresh  to  Rome.”  This 
accounts  for  the  fact  that  in  the  name  of  the  Jewish  scholars  of 
Rome  we  have,  not  merely  questions,  but  positive  teachings 
which  emanated  from  their  schools. 

It  is  natural  to  expect  that  with  the  Torah  in  Rome  there 
should  also  be  an  observance  of  Jewish  laws.  The  works  of  the 
pagan  writers  abound  in  remarks  ridiculing  the  Jewish  ob- 
servances. They  ridiculed  the  observances  of  the  Sabbath  and 
the  Jewish  dietary  laws,  showing,  at  any  rate,  that  the  Jews 
did  practice  them.  As  a matter  of  fact,  vases  were  found  in  the 
ruins  of  Pompeii  inscribed  with  the  words  garum  castum, 
muria  casta  which,  in  all  likelihood,  meant  kosher  fish  brine. 
The  meaning  of  these  words  is  not  certain,  since  Pliny  tells  us 
that  there  was  special  brine  prepared  in  Italy  for  devotees  of 
superstitious  observances.  This  brine,  he  says,  was  prepared 
from  fish  without  (!)  scales  for  the  sacred  rites  of  the  Jews. 
Although  there  existed  some  heathen  groups  who  observed 
certain  dietary  laws,  nevertheless,  Pliny,  in  mentioning  the 
special  brine,  associated  it  with  the  Jews.  It  is,  therefore,  safe 
to  assume,  that  a kosher  food  industry  existed  in  Italy  as  early 
as  the  first  century  C.  E. 

Moreover,  the  observance  of  the  Sabbath  by  Roman  Jews 
appears  to  have  been  quite  common.  The  Roman  writers 
ridiculed  the  Jewish  Sabbath.  They  affirmed  that  the  Jews  were 
a lazy  people  who  spent  the  seventh  part  of  their  lives  in 
indolence  and  in  refraining  from  work.  Despite  their  abuse, 
the  Roman  writers  themselves  found  in  these  practices  some- 
thing to  envy. 

Josephus  reports  how  much  the  Gentiles  admired  the  light- 
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ing  of  the  candles,  and  he  goes  on  to  say  that  there  was  not  one 
community  among  the  Greeks  as  well  as  among  the  barbarians 
where  some  Gentiles  did  not  practice  the  lighting  of  the  can- 
dles. Indeed  the  ritus  lucernarum  was  practiced  far  and  wide. 
In  this  respect,  the  description  of  Perseus  is  particularly  inter- 
esting. Perseus,  who  did  not  like  the  Jews,  has  a picture  of  the 
Jewish  Sabbath  in  one  of  his  Satires.  He  portrays  a scene  of 
the  tail  of  a fish  floating  in  sauce  on  a clay  dish.  White  jars  are 
filled  with  wine.  Pale  faces  are  visible  through  greasy  windows 
and  the  smoke  being  poured  forth  by  flickering  candles.  This 
picture  was  undoubtedly  drawn  from  direct  observation  of  the 
lower  rungs  of  society  in  the  Roman  ghetto.  It  was  a poor 
house.  The  faces  were  white;  of  the  fish  there  was  only  a tail. 
The  jars  were  cheap,  and  the  windows  were  greasy.  And  yet, 
through  these  greasy  windows,  the  flickering  of  the  dim  light 
inflamed  the  Gentiles.  This  they  began  to  imitate. 

Only  in  those  communities,  then,  where  there  was  Jewish 
learning  could  Jewish  observance  be  seen  in  the  streets.  We 
read  in  the  Yerushalmi  (Sanhedrin  VII.19)  that  when  three 
prominent  Palestinian  rabbis  came  to  Rome,  they  wandered 
about  in  the  streets  looking  for  a Jewish  neighborhood.  Finally, 
they  came  to  a place  where  they  saw  children  playing  in  the 
sand.  The  children  would  heap  up  piles  of  sand  and  then,  reT 
moving  some  of  the  sand,  would  say:  “This  is  “itPJJD  and  this 
is  nonn.  This  is  how  the  Jews  do  in  Palestine.”  These  chil- 
dren had  no  play-toys.  They  played  in  the  sand,  but  yet  they 
knew  that  “this  is  how  the  Jews  do  in  Palestine.”  The  influence 
of  the  Torah  was  to  be  found  in  the  street  even  among  chil- 
dren playing  in  the  sand. 

From  Alexandria  we  have  questions  associated  with  local 
scandal.  In  Rome,  the  questions  dealt  with  tithes  (Yer.  Ma'aser 
Sheni  IV.l),  with  niKllpDl  D'BrD,  with  the  purity  of  Jewish 
family  [life]  (Tosephta  Nidda  VII.l;  ibid.  Mikwaoth  IV.7).  In 
Alexandria,  the  Jews  asked  Rabbi  Joshua  puzzle  problems, 
while  in  Rome,  they  asked  serious  questions  of  a dogmatic 
character  (Sanhedrin  90b).  In  the  name  of  the  Alexandrian 
scholars,  the  rabbis  record  questions  only,  while  in  the  name 
of  the  Roman  scholars,  we  have  positive  teachings  as  well. 

Of  course,  much  in  the  different  characteristics  of  the  two 
communities  is  to  be  attributed  to  their  surroundings.  We 
mentioned  above  the  character  of  the  Alexandrian  Gentiles, 
and  the  Jews  were  bound  to  take  on  some  of  the  color  of  their 
neighbors.  On  the  other  hand,  the  Romans  were  more  sober, 
more  conservative  and  more  pious  than  the  Alexandrian 
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Greeks.  Consequently,  the  Jews  of  Rome  also  presented  a 
different  appearance  from  their  Alexandrian  brethren.  But  this 
is  not  all.  The  part  played  by  Jewish  learning  in  molding  the 
practices  of  the  two  communities  cannot  be  overestimated. 

Mention  must  also  be  made  here  of  the  great  political  wis- 
dom of  the  Roman  community.  At  a time  when  Palestine  and 
its  Jews  underwent  utter  destruction,  the  Roman  community 
preserved  a loyal  attitude  towards  the  Roman  government. 
There  is  no  record  of  a single  measure  taken  by  the  Roman 
government  at  that  time  against  the  Jewish  inhabitants  of 
Rome.  Afterwards,  indeed,  they  were  in  a position  to  help  the 
Jewish  refugees  who  came  to  Rome.  They  supplied  the  first 
captives  whom  Titus  brought  to  Rome  with  food  and  drink, 
and  they  were  in  a position  to  redeem  many  captives.  After- 
wards, they  were  also  able  to  help  the  Jewish  delegations  which 
came  over  from  Palestine.  We  can  imagine  what  went  on  in 
the  hearts  of  the  Jews  of  Rome.  Nevertheless,  they  ostensibly 
remained  faithful  citizens. 

I do  not  wish  to  elaborate  on  this  point.  One  observation, 
however,  I should  like  to  make.  It  is  clear  that  one  can  be  a 
very  good  citizen  and  at  the  same  time  a bad  Jew.  One  can- 
not, however,  be  a bad  citizen  and  a good  Jew.  Judaism  enjoins 
upon  its  adherents  to  remain  loyal  and  to  maintain  allegiance 
to  the  country  which  affords  them  protection.  We  believe  that 
this  attitude  and  behavior  of  the  Jewish  community  of  Rome 
was  owing,  at  least  in  part,  to  the  influence  of  the  Torah.  In 
Palestine,  the  peaceful  efforts  of  the  rabbis  were  unsuccessful, 
but  they  certainly  could  achieve  their  goal  without  difficulty 
in  the  Jewish  community  of  the  capital  of  Italy. 

We  must  not  forget  the  influence  of  the  Palestinian  scholars 
on  the  life  of  the  Roman  Jewish  community.  The  great  center 
of  Jewish  learning  at  Rome  was  established  in  the  second 
century  by  a Palestinian  scholar,  R.  Mathias  b.  Heresh.  Pal- 
estinian scholars  left  their  native  land  to  establish  academies 
of  Torah  throughout  the  Diaspora.  The  Sifre  (11.80,  ed.  Fin- 
kelstein,  p.  146)  lists  the  names  of  these  scholars  and  describes 
their  feelings  at  the  moment  that  they  were  about  to  leave  Pal- 
estine for  the  Diaspora.  We  are  told  that  when  they  approached 
the  border  of  Palestine,  they  turned  their  eyes  back  in  the  di- 
rection of  their  land,  and  their  eyes  began  to  flow  with  tears. 
They  tore  their  garments  and  returned  to  Palestine.  They  fi- 
nally left  for  the  Diaspora,  but  not  before  they  showed  how  dif- 
ficult it  was  for  them  to  part  with  Palestine.  For  a while  they 
returned,  but  later,  they  left.  In  this  connection,  we  should 
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like  to  quote  a lovely  Midrash  (which  has  been  lost,  but  par- 
tially preserved  in  ■'12‘PS  p.  116).  The  Midrash  says  that 
when  Moses  was  about  to  cast  away  the  Tables  of  the  Law, 
he  held  them  in  both  hands  and,  passing  them  from  both  hands 
to  one  hand,  threw  them  away.  T MnS  nT  TT  Tlt?D  Dm 
rinN  n2  sms  “],'l7t?n'7  ps.  “He  passed  them  from  his  two 
hands  to  one  of  his  hands,  for  one  ought  not  cast  away  a be- 
loved in  a single  instant.”  Similarly,  the  scholars  of  Palestine 
had  to  leave,  but  before  leaving  it  permanently,  they  showed 
their  love  for  their  country  by  returning  to  it  for  a while. 

It  is  this  love  for  Palestine,  these  ties  with  Palestine  which 
give  us  legal  claim  now  for  the  restoration  of  our  country.  The 
Palestinian  Talmud  (Kilayyim  VI.5;  ‘Orla  1.2)  states  the  fol- 
lowing law:  t?^  t?i  yp“lp  fW  '"ByN  “Though 

soil  cannot  be  stolen,  a man  can  forfeit  his  right  to  this  soil  by 
giving  up  hope  of  ever  regaining  it.”  Thanks  to  the  teachings 
of  the  rabbis,  the  Jews  never  for  a moment  gave  up  hope  of 
regaining  the  soil  of  Palestine.  Never  did  they  renounce  their 
right  to  Palestine  and  never  have  they  ceased  claiming  it  in 
their  prayers  and  in  their  teachings.  It  is  on  this  foundation 
that  we  now  claim  that  Eretz  Yisrael  belongs  to  us. 

On  the  other  hand,  the  attitude  of  the  Palestinians  to  the 
Diaspora  was  not  one  of  disparagement  but  rather  an  attitude 
of  love,  hesitation  and  expectation.  True,  the  Palestinian  rabbis 
said  print?  pn  Tin  V7K  mnsn  cmy  “ Slaves  and 
handmaids  (Koheleth  2:7)  refers  to  the  courts  of  the  Dias- 
pora.” or,  ns  yyita  jn  nitamn  print?  i?n« 
nn^nn  “Our  brethren  in  the  Diaspora  are  not  competent  and 
do  not  know  the  Law.”  They  said  that  the  courts  of  the  Diaspora 
were  unfamiliar  with  the  details  of  the  laws  of  divorce,  pfrtt? 
7*’tn,,n  ipnpnn  ps'pn.  Later,  they  did  admit  that  the  courts 
of  the  Diaspora  subsequently  became  competent  in  the  Law, 
HD^t?  nriN^.  Nevertheless,  they  always  feared  “HTTP  MDt? 

im,  that  the  Jews  in  the  Diaspora  might  relapse  into 
their  ignorance.  That  is  to  say,  that  one  can  never  be  sure  that 
Jewish  learning  will  forever  thrive  outside  of  Palestine.  That 
is  why  also,  we  in  the  Diaspora  have  always  to  be  on  our 
guard.  In  the  Diaspora,  we  ought  to  be  especially  careful  to 
establish  Jewish  learning,  to  support  the  existing  Yeshivoth 
and  to  found  new  ones.  Now,  here,  really,  I have  come  to  the 
main  point  in  my  address. 

You,  the  men  who  arranged  the  program,  so  concisely  and 
pointedly  called  my  address  a “Response.”  My  words  are 
concerned  with  the  response  of  the  Diaspora  to  the  call  of  the 
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Torah,  with  the  response  of  the  Jews  of  the  Diaspora  to  Pales- 
tine, and  with  your  response  to  the  call  of  learning,  to  the  call 
of  Torah  and  Mitzvot,  to  the  call  to  fight  ignorance  and  its 
monstrous  twin  brother,  cynicism.  It  is  cynicism  which  con- 
stitutes the  greatest  danger  to  Judaism. 

I should  like  to  conclude  with  a personal  incident  which 
recently  happened  at  the  Jewish  Theological  Seminary.  About 
ten  days  ago,  on  a Saturday  night,  I was  walking  to  the  Semi- 
nary. It  was  a lovely  night.  People  were  flocking  to  the  movies 
and  theatres.  At  the  Seminary,  I found  many  sights  shining  from 
the  dormitory  windows.  I came  to  the  fifth  floor,  and  there  was 
not  a living  soul  there.  You  know,  there  are  offices  on  the  fifth 
floor.  I was  seated  in  my  study  working,  and  I knew  that  at 
that  time  I would  not  disturb  anybody  if  I studied  in  a loud 
voice.  Late,  at  about  midnight,  when  I stopped  to  ponder  over 
a passage  which  I did  not  understand,  I could  hear  the  voice 
of  someone  studying  in  the  dormitory.  It  was  such  a sweet 
voice  that  I immediately  realized  that  it  was  not  that  of  a stu- 
dent preparing  for  his  examinations.  It  was  something  differ- 
ent. It  was  a real  min  ‘j’lp.  I could  not  refrain  from  going  down 
to  one  of  the  floors  of  the  dormitory  and  listen.  The  voice 
attracted  me,  and  I must  have  stood  there  for  a long  time, 
because  my  cigar  had  already  begun  to  burn  my  fingers.  I 
stood  there  meditating  until  the  voice  stopped.  I thought  that 
what  happened  to  me  happened  to  him.  He  probably  doesn’t 
understand  something,  and  so  he  too  has  stopped.  I knocked 
on  the  door  of  the  student,  and  he  was  startled,  as  a matter  of 
fact,  frightened. 

“Professor,”  he  said,  “I  have  probably  disturbed  you  by 
studying  in  a loud  voice.” 

“No,”  I said,  “you  didn’t  disturb  me.  I merely  thought  that 
you  came  across  a difficult  passage  and  that  I might  help  you.” 

“No,”  he  said,  “I  am  simply  tired.”  Finally  the  student  ob- 
served, “I  am  sorry,  but  from  now  on  you’ll  know  when  I am 
not  studying.” 

I must  tell  you  that  this  kind  of  study,  this  voice  of  Torah 
which  had  the  genuine  longing  of  our  ancestors  for  the  Torah 
brought  back  to  me  the  voice  of  the  Yeshivoth  of  the  old  coun- 
try. It  was  gratifying  to  see  that  this  boy  was  American  bom, 
a son  of  one  of  our  graduates.  I could  not  help  but  reflect  that 
as  long  as  this  goes  on  at  the  Seminary,  as  long  as  these 
mysterious  ties  between  the  ivory  tower  of  the  fifth  floor  and 
the  floors  of  the  dormitory  continue  ’limpD  iTDH  fc?1?  “Tip. 
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Introduction 

(to  Legends  of  the  Bible  by  Louis  Ginzberg)* 

by  Shalom  Spiegel 


The  word  legend  is  derived  from  the  Latin  legenda  meaning 
to  be  read.  The  term  originally  applied  to  narratives  of  the 
Middle  Ages,  such  as  lives  of  the  saints,  which  had  to  be  read 
as  a religious  duty.  However,  what  the  word  suggests  need  not 
be  limited  to  its  ecclesiastical  usage.  In  a broader  sense,  legend 
may  be  taken  to  imply  whatever  will  come  to  be  read  by  suc- 
cessive ages  into  an  event  or  record  of  the  past:  the  ever-new 
and  ever-changing  rereading  of  old  sources  by  new  generations 
of  men.  Great  events  and  great  books  have  a posthumous  story 
of  their  own.  Each  following  period  pours  its  inner  life  into 
the  patient  and  pliant  texts  of  old.  In  turn  the  familiar  docu- 
ments reward  and  surprise  new  inquirers  with  new  answers. 

Widely  and  reverently  read,  the  books  of  the  Bible  have  had 
an  afterlife  unique  in  the  annals  of  history.  Devout  centuries 
wove  endless  fantasies  around  the  characters  and  occurrences 
depicted  in  the  Holy  Writ.  Both  folk  imagination  and  scholar’s 
wit  coaxed  and  forced  from  its  pages  a multitude  of  tales  and 
a host  of  fancies  unforeseen  and  unsuspected  by  the  writers 
of  the  Bible.  This  creative  partnership  of  posterity,  freshly  and 
freely  embellishing  and  embroidering  the  ancient  design,  has 
borne  a rich  crop  of  legends  in  which  the  biblical  text  has  be- 
come disengaged  from  its  first  intention,  revised  and  enriched 
by  the  faith  and  fantasy  of  innumerable  readers  throughout 
the  ages. 

The  Bible  has  been  the  most  widely  read  book  of  civiliza- 


* From  Legends  of  the  Bible  by  Louis  Ginzberg,  New  York,  Simon  & 
Schuster,  1956. 
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tion,  and  its  stories,  even  before  they  were  written  down,  had 
moved  the  minds  and  hearts  of  men  for  centuries.  So  the 
legends  of  the  Bible  enshrine  musings  and  meditations  inspired 
by  the  contents  or  words  of  Scripture  over  the  course  of  thou- 
sands of  years.  Behind  these  legends  is  the  glory  of  a book  as 
transformed  by  a hundred  generations  of  men.  Behind  them  is 
also  the  glory  of  generations  whose  daily  thoughts  and  deeds 
were  shaped  and  very  lives  transformed  by  the  book  of  books. 


A.  Sources 


The  biblical  history  of  Israel,  as  it  left  its  traces  in  the  writ- 
ings of  the  Hebrew  Scriptures,  spans  the  course  of  more  than 
one  millennium.  If  the  pristine  sagas  of  the  patriarchal  age 
are  excluded,  it  opens  with  the  exodus  from  Egypt  and  the 
legislation  at  Mount  Sinai,  the  historic  foundation  or  the  birth 
of  the  people  of  Israel.  The  latest  biblical  document,  the  apoc- 
alypse in  the  book  of  Daniel,  mirrors  the  attempt  by  Antiochus 
of  Syria  to  destroy  an  ancient  faith  and  remake  the  Jews  into 
Greeks.  His  persecutions  succeeded  only  in  driving  the  faithful 
into  a furious  revolt  which  won  a new  independence  for  their 
people.  In  rough  figures,  it  is  the  interval  between  1250  and 
150  b.c. 

The  selection  of  books  which  constitute  the  canon  of  Scrip- 
tures was  decided  upon  at  the  close  of  the  first  century  of  the 
common  era,  after  the  fall  of  Jerusalem  and  the  conquest  of 
the  Jewish  state  by  the  Romans.  It  is  inaccurate,  of  course,  to 
speak  of  a decision,  for  the  canonizers  did  not  make  that  se- 
lection, but  only  sanctioned  and  stabilized  a body  of  writings 
which  had  long  been  considered  sacred  among  their  people. 
But  what  these  scholars  endeavored  to  achieve,  and  their 
disciples  to  maintain,  was  a clear  distinction  between  in- 
spired Scripture,  the  inheritance  of  their  early  ancestors,  and 
the  creations  of  later  centuries.  Only  the  former  was  permitted 
to  be  fixed  in  writing  as  the  Writ,  or  recorded  revelation.  All 
the  rest  was  to  remain  as  the  oral  tradition  of  Israel. 

This  sharp  demarcation  between  the  two  types  of  tradition, 
the  written  and  the  oral,  explains  why  the  remains  of  the 
post-biblical  age  were  taught  and  transmitted  only  by  word  of 
mouth  for  long  centuries.  As  a result  the  written  records  of  all 
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oral  tradition,  including  the  legends  of  the  Bible,  are  compara- 
tively late. 

The  biblical  legends  suffered  from  still  another  handicap. 
While  attempts  were  repeatedly  made  to  systematize  the  hala- 
kah,  or  the  law,  no  such  efforts  were  made  for  the  non-legal 
parts  of  oral  tradition,  all  the  miscellany  of  literature  known 
as  haggadah.  The  term  cannot  be  adequately  translated,  but 
suggests  a tale  implied  or  derived  from  Scripture.  It  is  also  the 
native  Hebrew  word  for  the  legends  of  the  Bible. 

The  legends  proper  were  not  cleared  and  sifted  from  the 
mass  of  extraneous  material  in  which  they  are  embedded.  Nor 
were  they  ever  collected  in  their  entirety.  They  have  to  be 
culled  from  a vast  literature,  scattered  over  many  countries 
and  centuries.  They  will  be  found,  for  example,  in  both  the 
Palestinian  and  Babylonian  Talmud,  which  contain  the  schol- 
arly achievements  of  the  first  five  centuries  of  our  era.  Here 
the  legends  are  interspersed  with  legal  discussions  which  con- 
stitute the  heart  and  bulk  of  the  Talmud. 

Even  when  the  legends  were  assembled  in  special  books,  the 
principle  of  their  arrangement  was  purely  mechanical:  they 
were  strung  to  the  passages  of  Scripture  which  they  employed 
or  elaborated.  This  method  gave  them  the  false  appearance  of 
being  a running  commentary  on  sections  or  selections  of  the 
Writ.  A further  disadvantage  of  the  method  was  that  it  broke 
up  and  dispersed  many  a legend  which  quoted  more  than  one 
passage  of  the  Bible.  On  the  other  hand,  this  link  with  holy 
Scripture  secured  for  the  legends  station  and  rank  in  the  cur- 
riculum and  calendar  of  the  Synagogue. 

The  form  in  which  the  legends  were  grouped  around  Scrip- 
ture usually  followed  from  their  function.  Collections  of 
legends  which  adhered  to  the  order  of  the  biblical  text  were 
the  product  of  instruction  and  answered  the  needs  of  the 
school.  An  early  example  of  such  a work  is  founded  on  the 
book  of  Genesis  and  was  compiled  in  the  fifth  century.  Other 
collections  center  around  the  portions  of  Scripture  assigned  for 
public  reading  on  sabbaths  or  on  solemn  seasons  of  the  syn- 
agogal  year.  They  are  the  outgrowth  of  preaching  and  were 
designed  for  worship.  The  oldest  of  this  group  is  based  on 
scriptural  lessons  from  the  book  of  Leviticus  and  was  edited 
early  in  the  sixth  century.  In  the  course  of  time  the  two  types 
of  collections  were  often  thrown  together,  just  as  in  practice 
the  school  often  served  as  a house  of  prayer. 

The  work  of  assembling  the  ancient  legends  continued  late 
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into  the  Middle  Ages.  Large-scale  compendia  were  made  in 
the  fourteenth  century,  one  in  the  south  of  France,  another  in 
South  Arabia.  The  most  popular  and  comprehensive  compila- 
tion of  legends  covering  all  the  books  of  Scripture  stems  from 
the  thirteenth  century.  These  late  medieval  works  preserved 
valuable  excerpts  from  older  sources  now  lost  altogether. 
Sometimes  they  retrieved  from  oblivion  survivals  of  authentic 
lore  going  back  to  the  golden  age  of  the  legends  of  the  Bible, 
and  of  the  highest  flowering  of  the  Palestinian  haggadah,  in  the 
first  few  centuries  of  the  common  era. 

While  this  was  their  classic  age,  the  legends  of  the  Bible  are 
not  limited  to  antiquity.  New  legends  grew  with  time  and  the 
telling  and  retelling  of  old  stories.  The  medieval  legends,  al- 
though rooted  in  the  past,  often  went  their  own  way,  both  in 
original  creation  and  in  receptive  exchange  with  the  cultures 
of  West  and  East. 

The  territorial  conquests  of  Islam  brought  many  races  and 
religions  within  one  political  orbit  larger  than  any  known  to 
antiquity.  From  the  welter  of  different  traditions  there  arose 
centers  of  learning  and  literature,  art  and  philosophy.  In  cities 
like  Bagdad  or  Cordova  representatives  of  all  religions  freely 
commingled,  contesting  the  claims  of  their  respective  tradi- 
tions and  submitting  all  of  them  to  critical  inquiry.  A fresh 
approach  to  the  classics  of  the  past  became  a necessity,  if  the 
records  of  tradition  were  to  survive  the  challenge  of  the  new 
ideas.  Under  the  impact  of  the  philosophical  critique  of  re- 
ligion, the  study  of  the  Bible  underwent  a profound  change 
which  also  left  its  traces  on  the  legends  of  the  Bible.  The  pre- 
philosophic  innocence  was  gone,  and  the  naive  anthropomor- 
phisms of  the  ancient  haggadah  were  attacked  or  allegorized, 
refurbished  or  relinquished.  For  a time,  this  age  of  rational 
exegesis  seemed  to  spell  a death  sentence  on  all  creations  of 
folk  fancy  and  of  legend. 

A reaction  set  in  as  if  with  a vengeance.  In  the  mystic  litera- 
ture of  kabbalah  one  can  see  the  resurrection  of  myth  in 
medieval  Judaism.  Its  great  classics — such  as  the  Zohar,  or  the 
Book  of  Splendor,  a work  of  thirteenth-century  Spain — are 
replete  with  old  and  new  legends  of  the  Bible,  and  with  old 
and  new  ideas  about  the  presence  and  power  of  evil  in  the 
good  world  of  God.  Ancient  tales  of  the  haggadah  were  re- 
vived or  revised  to  express  dissent  from  cherished  beliefs  of 
the  past.  The  heresies  of  Gnosis  burst  forth  anew  in  the  heart 
of  ancient  monotheism.  It  took  several  centuries  before  the 
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unrest  crystallized  in  the  remarkable  doctrines  of  the  mystics 
of  Safed,  in  sixteenth-century  Palestine.  Eventually  the  spiri- 
tual turmoil  spent  itself  in  a new  movement  of  religious  revival, 
called  Hasidism,  which  swept  East  European  Jewry  in  the 
eighteenth  century,  yielding  still  another  harvest  of  folk  tales 
and  new  legends  of  the  Bible. 


B.  Ginzberg's  Legends 


Louis  Ginzberg  (1873-1953)  grew  up  in  the  shadow  of 
legend.  An  aura  of  wonder  and  a mist  of  fable  surrounded 
the  memory  of  his  famous  ancestor,  Rabbi  Elijah  of  Vilna. 
At  Kovno,  Ginzberg’s  birthplace  in  Lithuania,  and  indeed 
wherever  Hebrew  books  were  cherished,  the  magic  of  this 
eighteenth-century  saint  and  scholar  continued  as  a living  in- 
spiration. Ginzberg  often  referred  to  Rabbi  Elijah  as  both  the 
last  classic  of  Judaism  and  the  pioneer  of  its  modern  scholar- 
ship. That  paradox  is  characteristic  of  Ginzberg’s  own  aspira- 
tion and  achievement.  For  in  him,  too,  the  old  and  the  new 
were  admirably  blended.  In  seats  of  learning  of  East  European 
Jewry  he  early  gained  thorough  knowledge  of  talmudic  and 
rabbinic  lore.  At  the  University  of  Strassburg,  under  Theodor 
Noldeke,  he  studied  Semitic  languages  and  literatures  which, 
with  his  own  wide  reading  in  ancient  and  modern  classics  and 
his  ingrained  sense  for  method,  gave  him  full  command  of  the 
tools  of  critical  inquiry.  The  past  and  the  present  seemed  in 
him  to  sustain  each  other  in  fruitful  concord.  Current  thought 
and  modern  science  kept  ever  fresh  and  fertile  the  native  soil 
of  ancient  tradition  in  which  he  was  firmly  rooted. 

Ginzberg  began  his  investigation  of  the  legends  of  the  Bible 
with  a dissertation  on  the  Haggadah  of  the  Church  Fathers, 
published  in  two  parts  in  1899  and  in  1900.  Four  more  in- 
stallments followed  on  the  same  theme,  all  the  overflow  of  his 
first  effort  and  the  harbingers  of  his  ultimate  attainment. 

In  these  monographs  Ginzberg  set  out  to  search  in  the 
writings  of  the  Church  Fathers  for  remains  of  haggadah  or 
legends  of  the  Bible.  Such  a task  would  seem  comparatively 
easy  whenever  the  writers  themselves  mentioned  their  sources 
and  said  expressly:  the  Hebrews  report  ( tradunt  Hebraei, 
aiunt  Hebraei ) . But  open  acknowledgment  was  not  the  medi- 
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eval  practice,  and  the  authors  often  kept  their  information 
undisclosed,  or  inaccurate,  or  tantalizingly  vague.  Further- 
more, unless  what  was  said  in  Greek  or  Syriac  or  Latin  could 
be  rendered  back  into  the  language  of  the  Hebrew  Scriptures, 
and  related  to  kindred  records  of  legendary  lore  in  the  Hebrew 
tradition,  the  reading  of  the  Fathers  would  remain  fruitless 
and  unrewarding  for  the  exploration  of  haggadah.  Because 
Ginzberg  brought  to  the  study  of  the  Church  Fathers  his  un- 
rivaled knowledge  of  rabbinics,  he  was  often  able  to  follow  up 
a faint  hint  or  trace,  and  to  ferret  out  from  blurred  accounts  a 
wealth  of  legendary  material. 

The  keenness  displayed  in  such  restoration  can  be  appre- 
ciated only  in  the  idiom  of  the  original  documents.  But  the 
perspicacity  of  historical  insight  may  perhaps  be  illustrated 
by  an  example. 

Ephraem  of  Edessa,  preacher  and  poet  of  the  Syriac  Church 
in  the  fourth  century,  records  a tale  reported  “by  some  book- 
men.” Ginzberg  at  once  recognized  here  a legend  which  in  this 
particular  form  survived  only  in  a work  of  the  thirteenth  cen- 
tury. This  Hebrew  source  describes  the  contest  on  Mount  Car- 
mel between  Elijah  and  the  priests  of  Baal.  Not  relying  only 
on  their  prayers,  these  priests  cunningly  hid  the  wicked  Beth- 
elite  Hiel  in  the  hollow  of  the  altar  to  light  a fire  at  the  first 
mention  of  the  word  Baal.  But  the  fraud  was  foiled,  for  a 
serpent  crept  beneath  the  altar  and  killed  Hiel.  “In  vain  the 
false  priests  cried  and  called  Baal!  Baal! — the  expected  flame 
did  not  shoot  up.” 

The  Syriac  is  nine  hundred  years  earlier  than  the  Hebrew: 
would  one  not  ordinarily  assume  dependence  upon  the  older 
document?  But  Ginzberg  argued,  on  the  contrary,  that  it  is 
the  late  medieval  version  which  preserved  the  original  legend. 
For  Ephraem  knew  neither  the  name  of  the  culprit,  Hiel,  nor 
the  circumstances  of  his  death.  Ephraem  had  Hiel  die  in 
answer  to  Elijah’s  prayer.  Ginzberg’s  brilliant  guess  was  con- 
firmed by  the  recent  excavations  of  a caravan  city  in  the  Syrian 
desert,  Dura-Europos,  where  an  ancient  synagogue  was  un- 
earthed with  remarkable  fresco  paintings,  among  them  one 
depicting  Hiel  as  he  is  bitten  by  a serpent  inside  the  altar.  The 
synagogue  was  destroyed  in  about  253,  or  a century  before 
Ephraem. 

It  is  such  sound  reasoning  which  assures  to  the  works  of 
Louis  Ginzberg  their  weight  in  scholarship.  On  the  basis  of 
the  first  few  scraps  of  the  Dead  Sea  Scrolls  (long  before  the 
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many  new  documents  from  the  caves  came  to  light)  he  was 
able  to  establish  their  date  with  amazing  accuracy.  His  volume 
on  The  Unknown  Sectaries  (1922)  withstands  the  most  acid 
of  tests,  the  flood  of  new  information.  His  contributions  to 
Jewish  law  are  noted  for  their  broad  horizons  and  devotion 
to  detail.  His  inquiry  into  the  origins  of  the  first  post-biblical 
code,  the  Mishnah,  penetrates  through  the  literary  sources  to 
their  roots  in  life,  in  the  interplay  of  social  and  economic  forces 
in  the  ancient  Near  East.  To  the  study  and  elucidation  of  the 
Jerusalem  Talmud  he  devoted  several  volumes  in  which  he 
was  able  to  secure  new  witnesses  for  its  poorly  preserved  text 
and  to  prove  and  trace  the  independent  growth  of  the  Pales- 
tinian institutions.  His  pioneering  exploration  of  Geonic,  or 
post-talmudic,  letters  lit  up  an  obscure  period  in  the  history  of 
rabbinic  law. 

To  his  massive  and  masterly  tomes  in  the  domain  of  halakah, 
or  law,  in  which  he  saw  the  mainspring  of  his  people’s  genius 
and  achievement,  he  added,  as  though  in  passing,  the  seven 
volumes  of  his  Legends  as  they  were  originally  published.  They 
represent  not  only  the  greatest  single  contribution  to  the  study 
of  the  subject  within  a century,  but  also  easily  rank  as  the 
most  significant  work  on  Jewish  lore  ever  published  in  the  Eng- 
lish language. 

The  task  he  set  before  himself  was  to  reproduce  the  main- 
stream and  the  undercurrents  of  the  biblical  haggadah.  The 
mainstream  he  saw  mirrored  in  the  records  of  rabbinic  lore, 
or  what  is  known  as  the  talmudic-midrashic  literature.  “Cover- 
ing the  period  from  the  second  to  the  fourteenth  century,  they 
contain  the  major  part  of  the  Jewish  legendary  material,”  he 
wrote  in  the  preface  to  his  first  volume  in  1909.  The  under- 
currents he  believed  reflected  in  the  writings  usually  called 
apocryphal-pseudoepigraphic,  a polyglot  literature  stemming 
directly  or  indirectly  from  works  of  Palestinian  or  Hellenistic 
origin. 

The  sources  thus  indicated  by  these  two  branches  of  litera- 
ure  coyer  the  period  from  the  last  pre-Christian  centuries  to 
the  fourteenth  century  of  this  era,  or  more  than  a millennium 
and  a half.  But  in  the  execution  of  his  plans,  Ginzberg  in- 
cluded many  later  works  which  seemed  to  him  to  embody  or 
to  preserve  authentic  traditions  or  lost  legendary  lore. 

Take  for  example  the  account  of  Eve  as  she  surrendered  to 
temptation  and  ate  of  the  forbidden  fruit:  “She  could  not  bring 
herself  to  disobey  the  command  of  God  utterly.  She  made  a 
compromise  with  her  conscience.  First  she  ate  only  the  outside 
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skin  of  the  fruit,  and  then,  seeing  that  death  did  not  befall 
her,  she  ate  the  fruit  itself.”  Such  gay  insight  into  the  com- 
plexities and  ambiguities  of  human  behavior  seems  unex- 
pectedly modem.  It  does  come  from  a book  written  after 
Columbus  had  sighted  the  New  World.  Ginzberg  thought  that 
it  is  “very  likely  dependent  upon  a lost  midrash,”  or  legend. 
The  source  is  indeed  a rich  mine  of  haggadah,  and  Ginzberg 
used  it  thoroughly.  Called  Bundle  of  Myrrh,  by  Abraham  Ibn 
Sabba,  victim  and  witness  of  the  expulsions  from  Spain  and 
Portugal,  it  was  written  in  the  very  last  years  of  the  fifteenth 
century. 

There  are  even  later  writings  from  which  Ginzberg  un- 
covered genuine  and  ancient  materials.  The  fantastic  descrip- 
tion of  the  giant  animal  reem,  “of  which  only  one  couple,  male 
and  female,  is  in  existence,”  otherwise  “the  world  could  hardly 
have  maintained  itself  against  them,”  is  a quotation  from  a 
book  by  the  widely  traveled  Rabbi  Haim  Joseph  Azulai,  who 
died  in  1807. 

In  other  words,  the  sources  from  which  Ginzberg  culled  his 
Legends  reach  to  the  very  threshold  of  modern  days,  lengthen- 
ing the  span  of  time  to  about  two  thousand  years.  Or  even 
longer,  since  occasionally  he  would  draw  upon  the  memories  of 
his  youth,  and  upon  the  legitimate  source  of  all  folklore,  the 
lips  of  the  people  themselves. 

Ginzberg  believed  the  legends  of  the  Bible  to  be  popular  “in 
the  double  sense  of  appealing  to  the  people  and  being  pro- 
duced in  the  main  by  the  people.”  He  wanted  them  restored  to 
the  people.  He  knew,  of  course,  that  his  was  “the  first  attempt 
to  gather  from  the  original  sources  all  Jewish  legends,  in  so 
far  as  they  refer  to  Biblical  personages  and  events,  and  repro- 
duce them  with  the  greatest  attainable  completeness  and  ac- 
curacy.” He  could  not  fail  to  realize  that  his  was  the  most 
comprehensive  corpus  of  biblical  haggadah  in  any  language, 
past  or  present.  He  intended  it,  however,  “for  the  general 
reader  and  not  for  the  scholar.  It  is  true,  I flatter  myself,  that 
the  latter  too  will  welcome  the  opportunity  offered  him  for 
the  first  time  of  reading  hundreds  of  legends  in  connected 
form  instead  of  being  forced  to  hunt  for  them  in  the  vast 
literature  of  Jews  spreading  over  a period  of  two  thousand 
years  and  in  Christian  writings  of  many  a century.  In  the  ar- 
ranging and  setting  of  the  material  in  order,  however,  my  main 
effort  was  to  offer  a readable  story  and  narrate  an  interesting 
tale.” 

Ginzberg  possessed  a natural  gift  of  storytelling  which  hides 
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the  prodigious  array  of  knowledge  crowded  into  every  page  of 
the  Legends.  His  simple  and  smooth  narrative  is  often  pieced 
together  from  shreds  of  conflicting  and  confused  accounts, 
scattered  in  countless  books  across  the  distant  ages. 

The  treasury  of  biblical  legendry  as  garnered  by  Louis  Ginz- 
berg  will  appeal  by  direct  charm  of  story  and  sheer  marvel  of 
learning.  He  wore  his  scholarship  lightly,  with  ease  and  grace 
and  a lively  sense  of  humor.  He  loved  in  the  Bible  and  in  the 
legends  of  the  Bible  not  only  the  sublimity  but  also  the  sim- 
plicity and  unsqueamishness  with  which  the  lowliest  is  linked 
with  the  loftiest,  and  the  divine  image  dwells  within  the  all 
too  human.  He  tried  to  retain  the  folk  flavor  of  the  ancient 
legends.  It  is  a mark  of  success  that  his  rendition  makes  us 
lose  sight  of  the  distant  times  and  half-forgotten  tongues  from 
which  these  narratives  were  gleaned.  For  the  characters  in 
these  tales  have  little  in  common  with  the  elongated,  solemn 
figures  of  holy  legend.  They  are  real  people,  true  to  life  and 
fond  of  life,  and  able  to  laugh  at  the  things  they  love.  They 
are  convincing  and  even  engrossing  because  they  are  so 
human. 

The  informed  reader  can  never  weary  of  the  feast  of  schol- 
arship, and  the  completeness  of  documentation  offered  in  the 
notes  which  fill  two  volumes  in  the  original  edition.  One  only 
has  to  thumb  the  index  of  passages  cited  (in  still  another  vol- 
ume, a labor  of  love  and  learning  by  a distinguished  disciple, 
Professor  Boaz  Cohen)  to  guess  or  gasp  at  the  wealth  of 
knowledge  stored  up  in  these  Legends.  At  home  in  a vast  and 
many-tongued  literature,  Ginzberg  illumined  and  explored 
many  unknown  or  little-known  bypaths  of  the  Hebraic  book- 
land,  adventuring  resolutely  into  the  remoter  regions  of  Egypt 
and  Babylon,  Persia  and  India,  Hellas  and  Rome,  medieval 
Europe  and  Islam,  and  tracing  the  footprints  of  the  Jews  as  “the 
great  disseminators  of  folklore,  who  on  their  long  wanderings 
from  the  East  to  the  West,  and  back  from  the  West  to  the 
East,  brought  the  products  of  oriental  fancies  to  the  occidental 
nations,  and  the  creations  of  occidental  imagination  to  the  ori- 
ental peoples.” 


C.  Growth  of  Legends 

With  the  sacred  writings  of  the  Jews  there  traveled  to  the 
nations  of  East  and  West  who  had  adopted  them  traditions  and 
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tales  current  among  the  Jews.  Along  with  the  Bible,  legends 
of  the  Bible  spread  far  and  wide,  leaving  their  imprint  in 
many  a celebrated  center  of  art  and  literature,  gaining  at  times 
a surprising  hold  upon  popular  imagination. 

For  example:  the  Sainte-Chapelle  in  Paris  has  been  rightly 
called  the  most  wonderful  of  pictured  Bibles.  Eleven  huge 
windows  (out  of  a total  of  fifteen)  are  devoted  to  the  Hebrew 
Scriptures,  illustrating  in  countless  medallions  of  stained  glass 
the  history  and  heroes  of  ancient  Israel.  The  Genesis  window 
(mostly  a modern  restoration,  but  following  the  thirteenth- 
century  pattern)  unrolls  the  stages  of  creation  and  the  story 
of  the  patriarchs  in  eighty-four  medallions.  They  follow  a set 
sequence  of  scenes,  familiar  to  any  reader  of  the  Bible  and 
easily  recognizable,  from  Adam’s  disobedience  to  the  death  of 
Abel.  But  what  comes  next  (in  medallion  21)  records  the 
story,  unknown  to  the  Bible  but  current  as  a legend  of  the 
Bible,  of  how  the  blind  Lamech,  in  an  untoward  hunting  acci- 
dent, killed  his  ancestor  Cain,  unwittingly  avenging  the  slaying 
of  Abel. 

One  can  study  the  details  of  the  tale  in  two  panels  of  a 
stained-glass  window  at  Tours,  or  in  related  illustrations  such 
as  the  Manchester  Bible,  or  the  Munich  Psalter  of  Queen  Isa- 
bella, or  in  two  frescoes  by  Italian  masters,  one  by  Pietro 
di  Puccio  in  the  Camposanto  at  Pisa,  the  other  in  the  Green 
Cloister  at  Florence,  attributed  to  Paolo  Uccello  or  to  Dello 
Delli.  The  legend  is  also  vividly  carved  in  many  famous  cathe- 
drals of  France,  England,  Spain  and  Italy.  It  was  known  to 
the  Eastern  Church  as  well,  and  survives  in  Greek  Bible  minia- 
tures and  superb  Byzantine  mosaics.  The  printing  press  and 
the  mystery  plays  made  the  tale  even  more  widely  known.  It 
was  still  capable  of  imaginative  retelling  in  the  sixteenth  cen- 
tury, both  in  the  East  and  West.  The  Greek  poem  by  Georgios 
Chumnos,  a native  of  Crete,  displays  no  mean  power  of  nar- 
ration and  feeling,  and  must  have  warmed  many  a pious  soul 
by  its  chaste  restatement  of  medieval  faith.  On  the  other  hand, 
the  engraving  by  the  Dutch  artist  Lucas  van  Leyden,  dated 
1524,  revels  in  candid  corporeality  as  exhibited  in  the  nude 
bodies  of  the  huge  Lamech  and  his  chubby  boy.  It  bespeaks 
the  spirit  and  temper  of  the  new  age,  impatient  and  wearied 
with  the  austerity  and  otherworldliness  of  the  Middle  Ages. 

The  vitality  and  popularity  of  the  legend  of  Cain  and 
Lamech  in  song  and  image,  glass  and  mosaic,  fresco  and  re- 
lief, across  so  many  lands  and  centuries,  in  the  traditions  of  the 
Orient  and  Occident  alike,  would  in  itself  commend  the  story. 
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as  embroidered  by  scholars  of  the  Synagogue  and  the  Church, 
to  the  attention  of  the  student  of  history.  No  other  rabbinic 
tale  seems  to  have  had  such  persistent  appeal  in  the  literature 
and  art  of  West  and  East. 

The  story  further  merits  attention  in  being  first  conveyed  to 
the  West  by  St.  Jerome.  It  bears  witness  to  the  early  trans- 
mission of  a considerable  body  of  Jewish  legends  by  the 
Church  Fathers.  In  the  Latin  world  no  other  name  can  rival 
the  influence  of  Jerome,  the  champion  of  Hebraica  veritas, 
the  Hebrew  verities  of  the  biblical  text,  and,  also,  of  the  post- 
biblical  traditions  among  the  Jews.  His  grateful  Church,  in 
her  oration  on  his  feast  day  (September  30)  calls  St.  Jerome 
her  “greatest  teacher  in  setting  forth  the  Sacred  Scriptures” 
( doctor  maximus  in  exponendis  Sacris  Scripturis ).  This  honor 
has  been  conferred  upon  him  primarily  because  of  his  crown- 
ing achievement,  the  translation  of  the  Hebrew  Bible  into 
Latin  which  became  not  only  the  “commonly  accepted,”  or 
Vulgate,  Bible  in  the  Western  Church,  but  was  proclaimed  by 
the  Council  of  Trent,  in  1546,  as  the  “authentic”  Bible  of  the 
Latin  Church  which  “none  should  dare  or  presume  to  reject 
under  any  pretext  whatsoever.”  Since  Jerome  avowedly  sought 
from  his  Hebrew  teachers  the  interpretation  of  Scripture  as 
current  in  the  Synagogue  of  his  day,  he  willingly  admitted 
rabbinic  exegesis  into  his  translation  and  exposition.  Jerome’s 
Vulgate  and  commentaries  became  a repository  of  Hebrew 
traditions,  invaluable  to  the  historian  who  seeks  to  date  them, 
and  the  principal  channel  of  transmission  to  the  lands  of 
Western  Christendom — both  for  the  Hebrew  Bible  and  for 
the  legends  of  the  Bible. 

In  addition  to  its  link  with  the  great  doctor  of  the  Church, 
and  its  fame  in  the  history  of  art,  the  tale  of  Cain  and  Lamech 
recommends  itself  through  the  very  ease  with  which  it  can  be 
analyzed.  It  offers  ready  insight  into  the  origin  and  growth 
of  legend. 

Just  as  a pearl  results  from  a stimulus  in  the  shell  of  a mol- 
lusk,  so  also  a legend  may  arise  from  an  irritant  in  Scripture. 
The  legend  of  Cain  and  Lamech  has  its  foothold  in  two  pas- 
sages of  Scripture.  One  passage  tells  of  a sign  granted  by  God 
to  Cain  as  a warning  to  all  who  might  threaten  his  life:  anyone 
that  slays  Cain  shall  suffer  sevenfold  vengeance  (Genesis  4:15). 
The  other  is  the  address  of  Lamech  to  his  wives,  reckless 
with  swagger  or  savagery:  I kill  a man  for  just  wounding  me! 
(Genesis  4:24). 

This  is  a brutal  and  bad  boast  in  a book  such  as  the  Bible, 
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but  in  reality  it  is  less  bothersome  than  the  earlier  statement  in 
Genesis  4:15  which  it  echoes  and  exaggerates.  After  all,  the 
bluster  of  a braggart  or  bully  need  not  be  believed  literally. 
His  fierce  or  fantastic  deeds  of  daredevilry  may  have  been  en- 
joyed, even  in  ancient  days,  with  a twinkle  in  the  eye,  as  tall 
talk  indulged  before,  and  intended  for,  womenfolk. 

Genesis  4:15  cannot  be  so  lightly  dismissed.  However  in- 
terpreted, whether  as  a protective  sign  of  traveling  tinkers 
(the  name  Qayin  signifying  “smith”),  or  as  a tribal  mark  of  a 
nomad  clan  such  as  the  Kenites,  the  pledge  given  to  Cain 
presupposes  a peculiarly  ferocious  form  of  blood-feud:  any 
attack  on  the  bearer  of  the  sign  is  to  be  avenged  by  the 
slaughter  of  seven  members  of  the  tribe  to  which  the  assailant 
belonged.  The  archaeologist  might  conclude,  and  even  rejoice 
in  the  fact,  that  some  of  the  stories  in  the  book  of  Genesis 
preserve  exceedingly  ancient  traditions,  fossils  of  archaic  ages, 
often  antedating  by  centuries  the  birth  of  biblical  religion,  or 
even  the  dawn  of  conscience  on  the  planet.  But  in  all  times 
men  have  turned  to  the  Bible  not  only  for  antiquarian  curiosi- 
ties, but  for  spiritual  uplift  and  guidance.  To  such  readers  it 
must  be  distressing,  or  simply  incomprehensible,  to  find  the 
Holy  Writ  ascribing  to  the  deity  itself  the  acceptance  without 
protest  of  an  institution  of  primitive  law,  long  outgrown  by 
the  advances  of  civilization.  Many  will  prefer  to  believe  that 
this  cannot  be  the  meaning  of  the  sacred  writings. 

When  facts  or  texts  become  unacceptable,  fiction  or  legend 
weaves  the  garland  of  nobler  fancy.  This  is  how  the  story  of 
Cain’s  slaying  was  bom,  and  a fitting  finale  furnished  for  the 
unfinished  report  in  the  Bible  of  the  murder  of  Abel. 

The  tale  runs:  Lamech  was  a burly  but  blind  giant  who 
loved  to  follow  the  chase  under  the  guidance  of  his  son,  Tubal- 
cain.  Whenever  the  horn  of  a beast  came  in  sight,  the  boy 
would  tell  his  father  to  shoot  at  it  with  bow  and  arrow.  One 
day  he  saw  a horn  move  between  two  hills;  he  turned  Lamech’s 
arrow  upon  it.  “The  aim  was  good,  and  the  quarry  dropped 
to  the  ground.  When  they  came  close  to  the  victim,  the  lad 
exclaimed:  ‘Father,  thou  hast  killed  something  that  resembles 
a human  being  in  all  respects,  except  it  carries  a horn  on  its 
forehead!’  ” Lamech  knew  at  once  what  had  happened:  he  had 
killed  his  ancestor  Cain  who  had  been  marked  by  God  with  a 
horn  for  his  own  protection,  “lest  anyone  who  came  upon  him 
should  kill  him”  (Genesis  4:15).  In  bitter  remorse  Lamech 
wept:  “I  killed  a man  to  my  wounding”!  (Genesis  4:24). 

What  accounts  for  the  success  of  this  story  and  the  appeal 
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it  exercised?  Could  it  be  the  interest  in  a proper  penalty  for  the 
first  murderer  on  earth?  Indeed  the  legend  was  made  to  serve 
for  many  centuries  as  a solemn  warning  that  crime  does  not 
pay,  and  that  the  killer,  even  if  he  escape  the  arm  of  the  law, 
will  not  elude  the  vigilance  or  vengeance  of  heaven.  This  may 
perhaps  explain  the  wide  circulation  and  long  tenacity  of  the 
tale  in  the  arts  and  letters  of  the  medieval  Church. 

However,  there  were  other  and  older  legends  about  Cain’s 
dire  end,  none  of  which  attained  anything  like  comparable 
currency.  What  else  worked  in  favor  of  this  particular  legend? 
What  seemed  to  be  shocking  Scripture  was  made  by  this  legend 
to  yield  a moral  tale.  Genesis  4:24  was  turned  from  a bar- 
barian boast  into  a cry  of  contrition:  The  offensive  “I  kill  a 
man  for  just  wounding  me”  was  now  read  “I  killed  a man  to 
my  wounding  and  sorrow.”  The  Hebrew  permits  this  change 
by  a mere  inflection  of  voice.  But  above  all,  the  stumbling 
block  in  Genesis  4:15  was  removed:  the  assurance  of  the 
deity  that  Cain’s  vengeance  shall  be  sevenfold  was  made  to 
mean  that  his  punishment  will  be  exacted  from  him  in  the 
seventh  generation.  His  sentence  was  to  be  carried  out  by 
Lamech,  the  seventh  in  the  succession  of  generations  since 
Adam.  The  savage  reprisal,  so  repugnant  in  Scripture,  became 
a deserved  but  deferred  penalty,  the  merciful  Judge,  slow  to 
anger,  granting  the  sinner  a long  reprieve  to  repent  and  mend 
his  ways.  In  brief,  two  passages  of  the  sacred  Writ,  disturbing 
the  peace  and  disquieting  the  faith  of  a host  of  pious  readers 
in  every  age,  were  metamorphosed  in  this  legend  of  Cain  and 
Lamech  to  yield  the  edifying  lesson:  even  the  arrow  of  a sight- 
less archer  obeys  the  holy  will  and  word  of  God. 

The  symbolism  of  the  sacred  number  seven  has  been  a 
staple  item  of  legend  and  a favorite  pastime  of  devout  gen- 
erations. We  can  watch  such  exercises  spelling  out  scriptural 
intimations  in  other  legends  about  Cain.  The  apocryphal 
Testament  of  the  Patriarchs,  from  the  last  pre-Christian  cen- 
tury, speaks  of  Cain  as  the  first  among  men  to  draw  the 
sword,  “the  mother  of  seven  evils”  which  are  mustered,  such 
as  bloodshed,  exile,  famine,  panic  and  destruction.  “Therefore 
was  Cain  also  delivered  to  seven  vengeances  by  God,  for  in 
every  hundred  years  the  Lord  brought  one  plague  upon  him.” 
One  can  read  in  Jerome  a detailed  list  of  the  seven  sins  of 
Cain,  such  as  gluttony  and  greed,  envy  and  fraud,  murder  and 
brazen  denial  of  any  misdeed,  and  doubt  in  God’s  mercy. 
Similar  catalogues  of  sins,  varying  in  detail,  are  known  also 
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to  the  Eastern  Church.  Underlying  all  such  meditation  is  the 
premise  of  divine  justice  which  makes  sense  of  sevenfold 
requital. 

Common  to  all  the  schools  of  interpretation  and  the  entire 
cycle  of  legends  is  the  amazing  disregard  of  the  plain  meaning 
of  the  biblical  text:  In  Genesis  4:15  God  threatens  the 
slayer  of  Cain  with  sevenfold  vengeance.  Rabbinic  exegesis 
and  legend  make  instead  Cain,  and  not  his  killer,  suffer 
dreaded  retribution.  Apparently  it  was  felt  better  to  outrage 
grammar  than  moral  sense.  Any  vestige  of  reprehensible  or 
primitive  practices  was  read  away,  and  Scripture  brought  to 
conform  to  the  advanced  conscience  of  a later  state  in  civili- 
zation. 

Other  hints  of  the  Bible,  not  only  its  numerical  secrets,  are 
explored  or  exploited  in  still  other  legends  of  Cain.  Poetic  and 
religious  justice  alike  required  that  divine  discipline  should  fit 
the  offense  even  in  detail.  Hence  the  ardent  precision  with 
which  legend  pursues  even  the  most  minute  particulars  in  the 
biblical  story. 

For  example,  how  was  Abel  slain?  What  instrument  did  the 
first  murder?  Various  answers  are  offered  in  legend.  One  fancy 
has  it  that  it  was  a stalk  or  a cane  (in  Hebrew  qaneh ) and 
hence  its  assonance  with  the  name  of  Cain.  The  apocryphal 
Life  of  Adam  and  Eve  supposes  that  Abel  was  bitten  to  death. 
Since  Cain  was  a tiller  of  the  ground,  it  was  only  natural  to 
think  of  tools  such  as  a hoe  or  sickle.  Or  perhaps,  as  in  Para- 
dise Lost  (XI,  445),  it  was  the  preference  of  heaven  shown 
to  the  sacrifice  of  Abel  that  maddened  Cain  against  his 
brother: 


Whereat  he  inly  raged  and,  as  they  talked, 

Smote  him  into  the  midriff  with  a stone 
That  beat  out  life. 

Milton  echoes  the  legend  in  the  Book  of  Jubilees,  going  back 
to  the  last  pre-Christian  century  or  even  earlier.  Here  the 
implement  of  the  crime  suggested  the  proper  punishment: 
Cain  met  his  end  when  “his  house  fell  upon  him,  and  he  died 
in  the  midst  of  his  house,  and  he  was  killed  by  its  stones;  for 
with  a stone  he  had  killed  Abel,  and  by  a stone  was  he  killed 
in  righteous  judgment.”  This  tradition  survives  also  in  some 
variants  of  the  legend  about  the  blind  Lamech,  who  is  said  to 
have  hurled  a stone  and  thus  to  have  killed  Cain. 

The  scene  of  the  murder  is  also  the  subject  of  early  curi- 
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osity.  Jerome  reports  as  a true  tradition  of  the  Hebrews  ( He - 
braeorum  vera  traditio)  that  the  spot  where  Abel  was  slain 
was  Damascus,  which  can  mean  either  blood-soaked  {dam, 
shaq)  or  the  sack  cloth  worn  in  penance  by  the  murderer  for 
the  blood  shed  {dam,  saq).  Perhaps  not  only  etymology  but 
also  geography  gave  rise  to  the  legend.  Cain’s  retreat  “east  of 
Eden”  (Genesis  4:16)  was  identified  with  Beth  Eden  (Amos 
1:5)  mentioned  together  with  or  in  the  vicinity  of  Damascus. 
The  legend  was  known  to  Shakespeare,  who  in  Henry  VI  has 
the  bishop  of  Winchester  speak  to  the  Duke  of  Gloucester: 

This  be  Damascus;  be  thou  cursed  Cain, 

To  slay  thy  brother  Abel,  if  thou  wilt. 

“East  of  Eden”  provided  the  rabbis  with  a clue  to  a legal 
institution  which  seemed  to  them  to  be  endorsed  by  the  entire 
story  of  Cain  in  the  Bible.  Trained  to  respect  economy  of  ut- 
terance in  inspired  Scripture,  they  believed  no  word  to  be 
superfluous,  and  even  the  mere  mention  of  a locality  to  have 
its  purpose  in  holy  Writ.  They  found  therefore  in  Cain’s  place 
of  refuge  an  intended  reference  to  the  cities  of  refuge  com- 
manded by  the  Mosaic  law:  In  the  East,  toward  the  sunrising, 
beyond  the  Jordan,  Moses  set  apart  three  cities  of  refuge  so 
that  he  who  kills  his  neighbor  unintentionally  might  flee  there, 
and  save  his  life  (Deuteronomy  4:41).  Did  Cain  deserve 
such  leniency  in  being  adjudged  an  unwitting  slayer  and  af- 
forded shelter  and  safety  “east  of  Eden”?  The  legists,  “the 
disciples  of  the  wise,”  so  plead  on  his  behalf.  Cain  had  none  to 
give  him  warning  or  instruction.  He  never  saw  a man  die  and 
breathe  no  more.  He  did  not  yet  know  the  irreversible  finality 
of  death.  He  was,  therefore,  sentenced  to  flee  the  joys  of  men 
and  to  dwell  in  exile  and  banishment,  the  law  of  all  who  kill 
unawares.  Scripture,  far  from  sanctioning  indiscriminate 
bloodshed,  condemns  the  savage  customs  of  antiquity,  and 
recommends  instead  sparing  of  the  innocent  and  mercy  to  the 
sinner. 

Thus  students  and  scholars  in  many  an  age  read  into  the 
scriptural  account  of  Cain  a message  and  meaning  worthy  of 
the  Scriptures.  Resourceful  imagination  wedded  to  moral  pur- 
pose knew  how  to  remake  even  difficult  and  disappointing 
verses  after  the  likeness,  and  in  the  image,  of  the  best  of  the 
biblical  legacy. 

The  tales  of  Cain  aptly  illustrate  the  growth  of  legends  from 
creative  interplay  between  a book  and  posterity,  the  original 
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intention  of  a saying  and  the  reflection  of  future  generations. 
The  legend  c-:  Cain  and  Lamech  highlights  a particularly 
troublesome  passage  of  Scripture  in  its  pilgrimage  through 
history.  It  reveals  a reciprocal  benefit  accruing  with  time  and 
effort:  the  sacred  writings  educate  generations,  elevating  their 
minds  with  images  of  grandeur  human  and  divine;  in  turn,  the 
biblical  books  themselves  are  weighted  with  the  compassion 
and  charity  of  sages  and  saints  in  every  century.  The  entire 
cycle  of  biblical  legends  about  the  punishment  and  death  of 
Cain  has  its  roots  in  Genesis  4:15  and  in  the  refusal  of  the 
religious  conscience  to  admit  as  valid  any  interpretation  which 
would  suffer  inspired  Scripture  to  trail  behind  the  moral  sense 
of  man. 


D.  Folklore,  Fable  and  Myth 

Few  legends  so  clearly  and  candidly  bespeak  their  origin 
in  the  workshop  of  scholars  as  does  the  legend  of  Cain.  Never- 
theless, even  this  legend  is  spun  from  materials  originating  and 
circulating  among  the  common  people,  from  rudiments  of  gen- 
uine folklore.  Other  legends  are  the  outgrowth  of  folk  fancy 
rather  than  the  product  of  the  school.  They  spring,  not  from 
biblical  exegesis,  but  from  play  and  pleasure  of  the  imagina- 
tion, out  of  sheer  delight  in  telling  a story.  They  not  only  find 
favor  with  the  people,  but  often  are  fathered  by  the  people. 
The  legends  of  the  Bible  teem  with  such  elements  of  popular 
creation,  designed  for  the  people  or  derived  from  the  people. 
They  also  deserve  inspection. 

When  Adam  for  the  first  time  saw  the  sun  die  in  the  even- 
ing and  the  shadows  of  the  night  fall,  legend  records,  he  grew 
frightened:  “Woe  unto  me,  because  of  my  sin  the  world  is 
being  plunged  back  into  darkness!”  When  the  new  day  began 
to  dawn,  he  rejoiced  without  end,  and  built  an  altar,  and 
brought  an  offering  to  God:  “a  unicorn  whose  horn  was  cre- 
ated before  his  hoofs,  and  he  sacrificed  it  on  the  spot  on 
which  later  the  altar  was  to  stand  in  Jerusalem.” 

Another  mysterious  animal,  the  tahash,  was  created  for  one 
function  only,  to  furnish  skin  for  the  cover  of  the  Tabernacle. 
Having  done  so,  it  disappeared,  leaving  the  scholars  baffled  as 
to  whether  it  was  a domestic  or  wild  animal.  This  much  is 
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known,  however:  “it  had  a horn  on  its  forehead,  was  gaily 
colored  like  the  turkey-cock,  and  belonged  to  the  class  of 
clean  animals” — how  else  could  it  have  served  so  holy  a pur- 
pose? 

A dreaded  spirit  is  Keteb,  “the  destruction  that  wasteth  at 
noonday”  (Psalms  91:6),  or  the  monster  of  the  summer  heat. 
He  rolls  like  a ball,  and  has  the  head  of  a calf,  with  but  one 
eye  midway  in  his  heart  and  a single  horn  on  his  forehead. 

It  is  such  freakish  and  spooky  company  that  Cain  joins, 
when  legend  puts  a horn  on  his  forehead,  a free  loan  from 
the  ever-green  wonderland  of  folk  fantasy  or  folk  superstition 
which  in  all  lands  and  in  all  ages  loves  the  whimsical  and  the 
weird,  the  odd  and  the  abhorrent.  It  is  an  echo  of  household 
tales  from  the  infancy  of  the  race,  when  the  earth  was  young 
and  people  still  could  wonder  or  worry  whether  the  sun  will 
rise  tomorrow.  Shadows  of  that  enchanted  world  linger  on  to 
this  day  in  nursery  rhymes  and  stories  of  all  peoples,  thrilling 
the  hearts  of  children  with  memories  of  ancient  marvels  and 
nightmares. 

Such  is  also  the  fairy  land  of  the  antediluvian  age  in  which 
Cain  lived.  Before  the  flood,  people  had  nothing  to  worry 
about.  There  was  plenty  of  food.  “A  single  sowing  bore  a 
harvest  sufficient  for  the  needs  of  forty  years.”  The  raising  of 
children  was  no  trouble  either.  “They  were  born  after  a few 
days’  pregnancy,  and  immediately  after  birth  they  could  walk 
and  talk;  they  themselves  aided  the  mother  in  severing  the 
navel  string.  Not  even  demons  could  do  them  harm.  Once  a 
new-born  babe,  running  to  fetch  a light  whereby  his  mother 
might  cut  the  navel  string,  met  the  chief  of  the  demons,  and 
a combat  ensued  between  the  two.  Suddenly  the  crowing  of  a 
cock  was  heard,  and  the  demon  made  off,  crying  out  to  the 
child,  “Go  and  report  unto  they  mother,  if  it  had  not  been  for 
the  crowing  of  the  cock,  I had  killed  thee!”  Whereupon  the 
child  retorted,  “Go  and  report  unto  thy  mother,  if  it  had  not 
been  for  my  uncut  navel  string,  I had  killed  thee!” 

This  is  also  the  way  Cain  was  bom:  leaving  his  mother’s 
womb,  at  once  “the  babe  stood  upon  his  feet,  ran  off,  and  re- 
turned holding  in  his  hands  a stalk  of  straw  which  he  gave  to 
his  mother.  For  this  reason  he  was  named  Cain,  the  Hebrew 
word  for  stalk  of  straw.” 

Such  carefree  life  as  before  the  deluge,  with  hardly  a chore 
in  house  or  farm,  and  no  baby  linen  to  launder,  is  the  dream- 
land of  womenfolk:  everywhere  and  at  all  times.  It  still  stalks 
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on  in  some  creations  of  folk  fancy  such  as  the  plant-man. 
“His  form  is  exactly  that  of  a human  being,  but  he  is  fastened 
to  the  ground  by  means  of  a navel-string,  upon  which  his  life 
depends.  This  animal  keeps  himself  alive  with  what  is  pro- 
duced by  the  soil  around  about  him  as  far  as  his  tether  permits 
him  to  crawl.  No  creature  may  venture  to  approach  within 
the  radius  of  his  cord,  for  he  seizes  and  demolishes  whatever 
comes  in  his  reach.”  The  cord  once  snapped,  he  dies  amid 
groans  and  moans. 

In  the  cycle  of  legends  about  King  Solomon,  the  brood  of 
Cain,  or  the  Cainites,  provided  a specially  difficult  problem  of 
jurisprudence.  As  a rule,  these  four-eyed  monsters  lived  under- 
ground. But  Asmodeus  brought  one  of  them  to  earth  where  he 
remained,  married,  and  begot  seven  sons,  of  whom  only  one 
resembled  his  father.  “When  the  Cainite  died,  a dispute  broke 
out  among  his  descendants  as  to  how  the  property  was  to  be 
divided.  The  double-headed  son  claimed  two  portions.”  Solo- 
mon, in  his  wisdom,  poured  hot  water  on  one  of  his  heads, 
whereupon  both  mouths  cried  out  in  pain:  “We  are  one,  not 
two,”  a self-confession  that  settled  the  dispute. 

Legends  of  the  Bible  borrow  freely  not  only  from  folk  tale 
but  also  from  folk  belief.  The  primitive  mind  ascribes  con- 
scious life  to  all  natural  objects,  to  nature  in  general.  The 
child,  and  the  poet,  keep  alive  this  universal  and  ancient  no- 
tion that  animals,  plants  and  stones  are  endowed  with  will  or 
inhabited  by  spirits  or  souls  kindred  and  comprehensible  to 
our  own.  This  pre-literate  animism,  characteristic  of  archaic 
mentality,  may  be  designedly  employed  as  a principle  of  make- 
believe  so  pleasing,  for  example,  in  the  fable. 

In  the  realm  of  legend,  also,  the  inanimate  world  is  endued 
with  human  properties.  The  letters  of  the  Hebrew  alphabet  vie 
with  one  another  for  a place  of  distinction  in  the  Holy  Writ. 
The  mountains  of  the  Fertile  Crescent  fight  for  the  honor  of 
being  the  scene  of  revelation.  Twelve  stones  on  the  road  to 
Haran  engage  in  a contest:  which  of  them  merits  to  be  put 
under  the  head  of  Jacob  as  he  lies  down  to  sleep.  Such  eager- 
ness to  serve  the  righteous  is  rewarded,  and  a miracle  joins 
the  twelve  into  one  stone  which  at  once  becomes  soft  and 
downy  like  a pillow,  for  the  greater  comfort  of  the  patriarch. 
Before  his  duel  with  Goliath,  there  came  to  David,  of  their 
own  accord,  smooth  stones  out  of  the  brook.  One  stone  said: 
Take  me  in  the  name  of  Abraham;  another  said:  Take  me  in 
the  name  of  Isaac;  and  the  third  said:  Take  me  in  the  name  of 
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Jacob.  David  took  them  all,  and  they  became  one  stone  with 
which  he  struck  the  Philistine.  Visions  of  future  bliss  paint 
similar  wonders.  In  time  to  come,  if  one  will  try  on  a Sabbath 
to  pluck  a fig,  it  will  exclaim:  It  is  Sabbath.  In  a Christian 
apocalypse,  when  any  of  the  saints  will  take  hold  of  a grape, 
another  will  cry  out:  I am  a better  grape,  take  me,  through 
me  bless  thou  the  Lord! 

The  legends  of  Cain  abound  in  such  elements  of  folk  fable. 
The  earth  itself,  enmeshed  in  the  sin  of  man,  suffered  a radical 
transformation.  Originally,  its  surface  was  level  and  un- 
wrinkled. It  became  mountainous  as  a punishment  for  having 
received  the  blood  of  Abel,  as  though  the  ancients  had  seen 
in  the  mountains  petrified  shrieks  of  horror.  “The  ground 
changed  and  deteriorated  at  the  very  moment  of  Abel’s  violent 
end.  The  trees  and  the  plants  in  the  part  of  the  earth  whereon 
the  victim  lived  refused  to  yield  their  fruits,  on  account  of 
their  grief  over  him,  and  only  at  the  birth  of  Seth  those  that 
grew  in  the  portion  belonging  to  Abel  began  to  flourish  and 
bear  again.  While  before,  the  vine  had  borne  nine  hundred 
twenty-six  different  varieties  of  fruit,  it  now  brought  forth  but 
one  kind.  And  so  it  was  with  all  other  species.  They  will  regain 
their  pristine  powers  only  in  the  world  to  come.” 

In  a like  poetic  animation  of  inert  or  dumb  nature,  legend 
makes  the  earth  quake  under  Cain,  refusing  rest  and  repose 
to  the  footsore  fugitive.  The  animals,  both  wild  and  tame, 
shudder  at  his  sight,  and  say  to  each  other:  This  is  his  brother’s 
murderer.  In  fact,  it  is  their  condemnation  and  hostility  which 
unnerved  Cain  at  last,  and  he  broke  down  in  weeping:  “every- 
one that  findeth  me  shall  slay  me”  (Genesis  4:14).  Who 
could  threaten  him  with  death?  His  parents  would  not  kill 
their  only  son,  however  guilty?  Besides  them,  there  was  no 
other  human  being  to  be  feared  in  the  world.  Cain  lived  in 
constant  dread  of  the  birds  and  the  beasts  which  gathered 
around  him  to  avenge  the  innocent  blood  of  Abel.  To  protect 
Cain  from  the  onslaught  of  the  animals  God  inscribed  one 
letter  of  His  holy  name  upon  the  murderer’s  forehead,  and 
addressed  to  the  beasts  the  warning  not  to  attack  Cain,  lest 
vengeance  be  taken  on  the  animals  sevenfold! 

This  is  delightful  exegesis,  offered  seriously,  no  doubt,  but 
with  a grain  of  salt  and  wit.  It  exorcises  as  if  with  a wand  of 
magic  all  the  ghosts  of  primitive  blood  feud  from  the  Bible. 
We  deal  with  zoology,  not  ethics;  with  categories  of  fable,  not 
law.  Humor  shatters  the  rigidity  of  literal-mindedness. 
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The  animal  lore  of  the  rabbis  is  fraught  with  kindly  contem- 
plation of  the  incongruities  of  life,  and  their  good-natured 
chuckle  often  enlivens  a page  of  the  Talmud.  “He  teaches  us 
through  the  beasts  of  the  earth,  and  makes  us  wise  through  the 
fowls  of  heaven”  (Job  35:11).  If  the  law  had  not  been 
revealed  to  us,  we  might  have  learned  cleanliness  from  the 
cat,  regard  for  the  property  of  others  from  the  ant,  and  the 
art  of  wooing  from  the  cock.  “When  he  desires  to  unite  with 
the  hen,  he  promises  to  buy  her  a cloak  long  enough  to  reach 
to  the  ground.  When  the  hen  reminds  him  of  his  promise,  the 
cock  shakes  his  comb  and  says:  May  I be  deprived  of  my  comb, 
if  I do  not  buy  it,  when  I have  the  means.” 

Folk  tales  float  like  driftwood  from  people  to  people,  and 
animal  stories  of  various  cultures  show  kinship,  and  suggest 
common  origins.  In  many  a language  one  will  find  analogues 
to  the  merry  adventures  in  living  by  one’s  wits,  as  exemplified 
in  the  fables  of  the  fox  and  the  lion,  or  the  fox  and  the  Levia- 
than, or  the  fox  outsmarting  death  itself.  Only  that  our  fox 
knows  his  Bible.  When,  grown  fat  in  a vineyard,  he  must  fast 
and  reduce  again,  in  order  to  get  out  through  the  narrow  hole 
in  the  fence  through  which  he  had  entered,  he  contemplates 
the  vanity  of  all  earthly  gains,  and  quotes  from  the  wisdom  of 
Ecclesiastes:  “Naked  shall  he  return  to  go  as  he  came.” 

The  children  of  the  Holy  Land  must  have  gaped  openeyed 
and  openmouthed  at  the  escapades  of  Jonah,  or  at  his  sight- 
seeing tour  within  the  belly  of  the  fish.  The  whale  “was  so 
large  that  the  prophet  was  as  comfortable  inside  of  him  as  in 
a spacious  synagogue.  The  eyes  of  the  fish  served  Jonah  as 
windows,  and  besides,  there  was  a diamond  which  shone  as  bril- 
liantly as  the  sun  at  midday,  so  that  Jonah  could  see  all  things 
in  the  sea  down  to  its  very  bottom.” 

Another  hit  of  the  nursery  must  have  been  the  story  of 
Joshua,  the  doughty  warrior  of  the  Lord.  He  was  a bit  on  the 
heavy  side,  and  no  donkey,  or  mule,  or  even  horse  could  bear 
his  weight,  until  a good  steer  carried  him  to  his  victory  at 
Jericho.  In  gratitude  Joshua  kissed  the  steer  on  his  nose.  That’s 
why  no  hair  grows  now  on  his  nose,  although  originally  all 
of  the  steer’s  face  was  overgrown  with  hair. 

Such  etiological  stories,  the  “that’s  whys”  of  folk  tales,  are  a 
staple  item  in  the  repertoire  of  fairy  tales  in  all  lands.  Why 
does  the  camel  have  short  ears?  In  punishment  for  greed,  for 
he  looked  for  horns,  and  lost  his  ears,  a reflection  of  the  Per- 
sian fable  in  the  Pend-Nameh.  Why  does  the  raven  hop  clum- 


154 


THE  JEWISH  EXPRESSION 

sily?  Why  do  dogs  fight  cats?  Why  the  mouse  has  a seam  in 
her  mouth  is  a story  as  old  as  Noah,  and  it  happened  indeed 
in  his  ark.  The  cat  clawed  the  mouse  and  ripped  her  cheek, 
and  good  Noah  sewed  up  the  rip  with  a hair  plucked  by  the 
mouse  from  the  tail  of  a sleeping  swine:  “thence  the  little 
seam-like  line  next  to  the  mouth  of  every  mouse  to  this  very 
day.”  J 

The  idyllic  serenity  of  such  a tale  is  appreciated  perhaps 
even  more  when  its  counterparts  in  European  or  Moslem  fable 
are  remembered:  there  a legend  with  many  variants  tells  of 
the  devil  who  finally  succeeded  in  entering  the  ark  of  Noah  as 
a mouse  and  made  it  leak  dangerously,  until  a miracle  and  a 
cat  foiled  the  hell-bom  wile. 

The  enmity  between  cat  and  mouse  is  explained  by  a tale  of 
punished  envy,  a motif  known  from  Aesop.  The  mouse  should 
have  been  forewarned  “by  the  example  of  the  moon  who  lost 
a part  of  her  light,  because  she  spoke  ill  of  the  sun.”  Though 
the  mouse  had  erred  in  her  folly,  she  accepted  God’s  judg- 
ment, and  like  the  whole  of  creation,  she  too  has  her  special 
hymn  wherewith  to  extol  her  Creator:  “Howbeit  Thou  art 
just  in  all  that  is  come  upon  me;  for  Thou  hast  dealt  truly,  but 
I have  done  wickedly.”  And  the  cat  sings:  “Let  everything 
that  hath  breath  praise  the  Lord.  Praise  ye  the  Lord.” 

The  story  of  the  demoted  or  dimmed  moon  has  several  ver- 
sions, some  playful,  some  somber.  “When  God  punished  the 
envious  moon  by  diminishing  her  light  and  splendor,  so  that 
she  ceased  to  be  the  equal  of  the  sun  as  she  had  been  originally, 
she  fell,  and  tiny  threads  were  loosed  from  her  body.  These 
are  the  stars.”  The  Book  of  Enoch  retains  a trace  of  graver 
tales  about  open  disobedience  of  the  host  of  heaven:  “They 
transgressed  the  commandment  of  the  Lord  in  the  beginning  of 
their  rising,  because  they  did  not  come  forth  at  their  appointed 
times.”  The  rebel  stars  were  bound  like  great  burning  moun- 
tains in  a deep  abyss  which  serves  as  their  prison,  “till  the 
time  when  their  guilt  shall  be  consummated,  even  for  ten 
thousand  years.” 

These  apocryphal  traditions,  going  back  to  pre-Christian 
centuries,  remember  a similar  penalty  inflicted  upon  the  in- 
surgent angels.  In  their  lust  for  the  comely  daughters  bom  to 
the  children  of  men,  the  angels  betrayed  “the  eternal  secrets 
which  were  preserved  in  heaven.”  They  taught  men  to  make 
weapons,  and  “filled  the  earth  with  blood  and  lawless  deeds.” 
For  their  indiscretion  the  fallen  angels  must  suffer  dire  chas- 
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tisement:  for  seventy  generations  they  will  remain,  bound  with 
chains  of  iron,  in  the  dark  valleys  of  the  earth,  pinned  under 
jagged  mountain  rocks,  to  be  hurled  on  the  day  of  great  judg- 
ment into  the  fiery  pit  of  hell. 

As  early  as  the  first  century,  Josephus,  the  historian,  ob- 
served that  the  deeds  ascribed  to  the  rebel  angels  resemble 
Greek  myths.  One  is  indeed  reminded  of  the  giants  and  the 
titans,  sons  of  Heaven  and  Earth,  who  rose  to  dethrone  the 
Hellenic  gods,  until  they  were  overwhelmed  in  a fierce  strug- 
gle and  buried  under  the  volcanoes  in  various  parts  of  Greece 
or  Italy  where  they  were  believed  to  be  rumbling  in  impotent 
wrath  under  the  crust  of  the  earth. 

Such  myths,  stories  of  the  supernatural,  survive  in  biblical 
legends.  Sometimes  their  obvious  disagreement  with  Scripture 
is  startling.  “And  God  said,  Let  there  be  light;  and  there  was 
light.”  That’s  all  there  is  to  the  story  of  creation  as  told  in 
Genesis.  The  word  or  will  of  God  is  the  sovereign  and  sole 
source  of  all  reality,  and  there  is  no  other  power  or  partner  to 
assist  or  to  resist  Him  in  the  work  of  creation.  But  legend 
seems  to  recall  that  God  met  with  obstruction,  or  even  defi- 
ance of  His  command. 

When  the  Holy  One,  blessed  be  He,  was  about  to  create  His 
world,  He  said  to  the  Prince  of  Darkness:  Retreat  before  Me, 
for  I desire  to  create  the  world  in  light.  Whereupon  the  Prince 
of  Darkness  who  has  the  shape  of  a bull,  thought  to  himself: 
If  I obey  Him,  and  permit  darkness  to  recede  before  the  light, 
I shall  be  His  slave  forever.  It  is  better  that  I feign  as  though 
I did  not  hear  the  command,  as  if  I erred  rather  than  rebelled. 
But  the  Holy  One,  blessed  be  He,  rebuked  him,  and  the  Prince 
of  Darkness  and  all  his  cohorts  scattered  in  hasty  retreat. 

Allied  with  the  Prince  of  Darkness  were  “the  dark  waters” 
(Psalms  18:12),  conceived  as  chaotic  primeval  matter.  Un- 
like the  Scriptural  account  of  creation,  legend  knows  of 
mutiny  and  rebellion  of  the  waters.  The  waters  above  the 
firmament  which  are  male,  desired  to  mate  with  the  waters 
under  the  firmament  which  are  female.  They  sank  down  to  the 
valleys  and  rose  to  the  mountains,  and  had  they  commingled, 
the  world  would  have  been  plunged  back  to  chaos.  But  God 
tore  them  apart,  and  kept  them  within  their  borders,  as  it  is 
written  (Psalms  104:7):  “At  Thy  rebuke  they  fled,  at  the 
sound  of  Thy  thunder  they  took  to  flight.” 

In  other  versions  of  the  legend,  all  the  waters  moved  up- 
ward, although  half  of  them  were  bidden  to  remain  under  the 
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firmament.  Said  the  waters:  we  shall  not  descend.  They  bore 
their  head  high,  and  so  they  were  called  “the  mighty  waters” 
(Isaiah  43:16).  God  had  to  thrust  them  down  by  force, 
and  drive  them  under  the  earth.  Or  as  told  by  Rab,  who  died 
in  247 : When  the  Holy  One,  blessed  be  He,  desired  to  create 
the  world,  He  said  to  the  Prince  of  the  Sea:  Open  your  mouth 
and  swallow  all  the  waters  of  the  world.  Said  he:  Lord  of  the 
world,  I have  enough  of  my  own.  The  Lord  trod  upon  him 
and  slew  him,  as  it  is  written  (Job  26:12):  “By  His  power 
He  stilled  the  sea;  by  His  understanding  He  smote  Rahab.” 
Said  Rabbi  Isaac:  We  learn  from  here  that  the  name  of  the 
Prince  of  the  Sea  was  Rahab. 

North  Canaanitish  epics,  discovered  in  our  days  and  older 
than  the  Bible,  vividly  depict  the  exploits  of  the  weather-god 
Baal,  the  Rider  of  the  Clouds.  With  two  clubs  he  bludgeoned 
the  gods  of  the  sea  and  river,  Prince  Yamm  and  Judge  Nahar, 
confining  them  to  their  proper  spheres.  Thereupon  his  father, 
the  bull  god,  El,  commanded  that  the  victor  be  given  a man- 
sion worthy  of  his  valor.  There  must  have  existed  in  early 
biblical  antiquity  Hebrew  epics  of  struggle  and  triumph  over 
the  primeval  monsters,  for  Scripture  retains  vestiges  of  such 
combat  and  conquest.  “O  arm  of  the  Lord,  awake  as  in  days 
of  old.  Was  it  not  Thou  that  didst  cut  Rahab  in  pieces,  that 
didst  pierce  the  dragon?  Was  it  not  Thou  that  didst  dry  up 
the  sea,  the  waters  of  the  great  deep?”  (Isaiah  51:9ff.)  “Thou 
didst  divide  the  sea  by  Thy  strength;  Thou  didst  shatter  the 
heads  of  the  sea  monsters  in  the  waters.  Thou  didst  crush  the 
heads  of  Leviathan”  (Psalms  74:13ff.). 

The  cycle  of  legends  about  Leviathan  seems  to  revert  to 
these  ancient  heathen  myths  which  the  account  of  creation  in 
Genesis  sought  to  supplant  or  to  suppress.  In  these  legends 
Leviathan  is  described  as  the  mightiest  wonder  of  creation. 
“Originally  the  Leviathan  was  created  male  and  female  like  all 
the  other  animals.  But  when  it  appeared  that  a pair  of  these 
monsters  might  annihilate  the  whole  earth  with  their  united 
strength,  God  killed  the  female.”  The  male  is  to  be  slain  in  the 
end  of  days  for  the  last  feast  of  the  pious  and  their  farewell  to 
the  delights  of  the  body,  before  the  pure  life  of  spirit  will 
commence  for  ever  and  ever.  “When  his  last  hour  arrives,  God 
will  summon  the  angels  to  enter  into  combat  with  the  monster. 
But  no  sooner  will  Leviathan  cast  his  glance  at  them  than 
they  will  flee  in  fear  and  dismay  from  the  field  of  battle.”  He 
will  finally  meet  his  end  in  a duel  with  Behemoth  in  which 
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both  will  drop  dead.  From  the  skin  of  Leviathan  the  Lord 
will  spread  a radiant  canopy  over  Jerusalem,  “and  the  light 
streaming  from  it  will  illumine  the  whole  world.” 

These  fantastic  details  unblushingly  echo  the  Old  Babylo- 
nian epic  of  creation,  going  back  to  the  early  second  millennium 
b.c.  The  Babylonian  gods  all  shrank  in  dread  before  Tiamat, 
the  monster  of  the  sea  and  her  fierce  crew,  until  Marduk,  the 
chief  god  of  Babylon,  defeated  her,  and  split  her  like  a shell- 
fish into  two  parts.  Half  of  her  he  set  up  and  ceiled  as  a canopy 
of  heaven,  assigning  stations  in  the  sky  to  the  great  gods  and 
their  constellations  to  cheer  with  light  the  twelve  months  of 
the  year. 

Such  palpable  reminiscences  or  relics  of  pagan  mythology 
in  the  legends  of  the  Bible  will  seem  surprising.  Reported  in 
the  name  of  renowned  scholars  flourishing  in  the  third  cen- 
tury, they  clash  patently  not  only  with  the  whole  legacy  of  the 
biblical  faith,  but  with  the  austere  monotheism  which  these 
founders  of  rabbinic  Judaism  consistently  maintained  and  in- 
variably sought  to  implant  and  enforce  in  their  people.  It  is 
altogether  out  of  the  question  to  consider  such  cosmogonic 
fancies  as  the  invention  of  the  period  or  personalities  to  which 
they  are  ascribed  in  our  sources.  Obviously  the  stories  precede 
their  storytellers  by  long  centuries,  often  by  more  than  a millen- 
nium, harking  back  to  the  earliest  tales  of  their  remote  an- 
cestors or  heathen  neighbors.  The  imaginative  accounts  of 
strife  with  monsters  of  the  deep,  or  the  Princes  of  Darkness 
or  of  the  Sea,  with  rebellious  waters  and  insurgent  stars,  would 
appear  most  reasonably  to  be  but  splinters  of  ancient  myths 
from  pre-biblical  or  early  biblical  days.  These  remnants  of 
dim  sagas  and  residues  of  faded  traditions,  frowned  upon  by 
the  makers  of  the  Bible  and  discarded  by  them,  survived,  as  it 
were,  subterraneously  for  countless  generations  down  to  the 
last  centuries  of  antiquity,  or  even  the  early  centuries  of  the 
Middle  Ages — an  amazing  testimony  to  the  tenacity  of  folk 
memories. 

Why  were  these  myths  not  hushed  up  altogether?  Banished 
from  the  Bible  (save  for  a few  snatches  of  poetic  imagery), 
how  were  they  readmitted  to  the  legends  of  the  Bible? 

These  ancient  myths  had  charm  and  appealed  to  the  imagi- 
nation. The  people,  an  eternal  child,  loved  them.  The  stories 
were  replete  with  stirring  action  and  adventure,  fight  and  sus- 
pense. They  recalled  the  distant  days,  believed  to  be  lost  for- 
ever, when  the  world  was  gay  and  bold,  innocent  and  savage  at 
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once.  Moreover,  they  dealt  with  matters  of  immediate  con- 
cern, the  combat  of  seasons,  spring  and  winter,  rain  and 
drought,  increase  or  failure  of  crops  and  cattle,  blessing  or 
blight  of  the  fruit  of  the  body  and  the  fruit  of  the  ground. 
With  the  directness  of  primitive  poetry  they  spoke  to  all  the 
senses,  and  yet  seemed  to  make  sense  as  well,  confirming 
everyday  experience  of  the  world  in  which  the  word  of  God 
goes  not  unopposed.  They  appeared  to  reckon  with  and  ac- 
count for  the  stubborn  reality  of  evil  which  the  theologians 
chose  to  ignore. 

Bootleg  myths  are  dangerous.  This  much  even  the  theolo- 
gians agreed.  On  second  thought,  were  the  myths  indeed  dan- 
gerous? The  ancient  gods  were  safely  dead.  The  faith  of  the 
Bible  prevailed  everywhere,  and  its  hold  upon  the  people  was 
firm  and  secure.  Could  not  the  enchanted  fancies  of  defeated 
paganism  be  made  to  serve  not  idols,  but  God?  The  vagaries 
of  heathen  mythology  could  perhaps  be  pruned  or  trimmed  to 
accord  with  the  spirit  or  even  the  letter  of  Scripture.  Since 
the  ingenuity  of  scholars  is  never  at  a loss,  imaginative  exegesis 
need  not  bolt  the  door,  but  can  hospitably  leave  it  a trifle  ajar. 

The  Synagogue  handled  the  pagan  past  in  a manner  not 
unlike  the  advice  of  Jerome  to  his  Church,  when  the  ancient 
gods  of  Greece  and  Rome  were  dying  beyond  all  doubt.  In 
earlier  days,  the  danger  of  the  classics  was  still  real,  and  the 
pagan  authors  were  forsworn.  “What  has  Athens  to  do  with 
Jerusalem,  the  Academy  with  the  Church?”  asked  Tertullian. 
Jerome  too  could  still  echo  that  question:  “What  has  Horace 
to  do  with  the  Psalter,  Virgil  with  the  Gospels?”  He  reports  a 
famous  dream  in  which  he  heard  himself  condemned  in 
heaven:  Mentiris,  Ciceronianus  es,  non  Christianus:  Thou 
liest,  thou  art  a Ciceronian,  not  a Christian.  Toward  the  close 
of  his  life,  Jerome  still  had  to  defend  himself  for  breaking  his 
vow  never  again  to  read  the  Gentile  authors.  But  to  his  Church 
he  could  bequeath  the  counsel  which  became  in  later  centuries 
one  of  the  most  popular  quotations  of  Christian  scholarship. 
The  great  Hebraist  of  the  Church  hit  upon  a passage  in  Deu- 
teronomy 21:10f.,  setting  forth  the  conditions  on  which  an 
Israelite  might  take  unto  himself  a captive  maid,  and  Jerome 
applied  it  to  pagan  myth  and  poetry:  “Whatever  is  in  her  of 
love,  of  wantonness,  of  idolatry,  I shave;  and  having  made  of 
her  an  Israelite  indeed,  I beget  sons  unto  the  Lord.” 

Fortunately,  much  of  the  native  charm  in  the  alien  myth 
(and  maid,  I suppose)  survives  the  shaving.  Here  is  an  ex- 
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ample  of  a captive  myth  naturalized  as  a legend  of  the  Bible: 
“He  binds  up  the  streams  so  that  they  do  not  weep”  (Job 
28:11).  Why  were  the  waters  overflowing  with  tears?  “The 
waters  had  been  the  first  to  give  praise  to  God,  and  when 
their  separation  into  upper  and  lower  was  decreed,  the  waters 
above  rejoiced,  saying,  ‘Blessed  are  we  who  are  privileged  to 
abide  near  our  Creator  and  near  His  Holy  Throne.’  Sadness 
fell  upon  the  waters  below.  They  lamented:  ‘Woe  unto  us,  we 
have  not  been  found  worthy  to  dwell  in  the  presence  of  God.’ 
Therefore  they  attempted  to  rise  upward,  until  God  repulsed 
them,  and  pressed  them  under  the  earth.  Said  the  humbled 
waters:  Lord  of  the  universe,  Thou  knowest  that  we  strove 
upward  but  for  the  sake  of  Thy  glory.  Said  the  Holy  One, 
praised  be  He:  To  reward  you,  whenever  the  waters  above 
desire  to  utter  their  song,  they  must  first  seek  permission  from 
the  waters  below,  as  it  is  written  (Psalms  90:4):  ‘By  consent 
of  the  mighty  waves  of  the  sea,  the  Lord  on  high  is  praised.’  ” 
In  brief,  what  in  the  pagan  myths  was  mutiny  and  rebellion 
of  the  lords  and  gods  of  the  deep,  the  eternal  waters,  becomes 
in  the  legends  of  the  Bible  an  act  of  homage  and  adoration  of 
the  created  waters  to  their  Creator  and  Lord,  the  eternal  God 
of  Scripture. 

The  legends  of  the  Bible  love  to  dwell  on  the  opposition  of 
the  angels  to  man;  in  fact,  the  hosts  of  heaven  are  said  time 
and  again  to  have  objected  or  even  sought  to  prevent  the  cre- 
ation of  man.  This  point  is  stressed  with  particular  emphasis, 
perhaps  hiding  a clue  why  the  myths  of  the  insurgent  angels 
were  not  rebuffed  altogether. 

These  legends  are  clustered  around  a solitary  verse,  or 
rather  a strange  plural,  in  Genesis  1:26:  “And  God  said,  Let 
us  make  a man.”  Audacious  heresies  are  reported  in  ancient 
records  to  have  been  read  out  of  or  read  into  these  biblical 
words.  For  example,  the  gnostics,  in  the  early  Christian  cen- 
turies, saw  here  scriptural  proof  for  their  repudiation  of  the 
body,  and  of  matter  in  general.  Only  the  soul  was  created  by 
the  Most  High,  but  the  body  with  its  ills  and  lusts  was  the 
work  of  the  malignant  demiurge,  or  of  incompetent  angels. 
These  notions  crudely  echo  subtler  doctrines  of  Plato,  and 
Philo,  for  the  differentiation  between  mind  and  matter  seemed 
to  the  Greek  philosophers  and  their  disciples  to  suggest  at  last 
an  answer  to  the  problem  of  physical  and  moral  evil  in  the 
world. 

To  Jews  and  Christians  alike  such  views  were  anathema. 
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They  implied  a streak  of  malice,  or  an  innate  blemish  in 
original  creation  itself,  as  though  from  the  outset,  or  in  his 
very  makeup,  man  were  vitiated  and  cheated  of  all  likelihood 
of  redemption.  Hence  the  different  exegesis  of  Genesis  1:26 
in  the  legends  of  the  Bible. 

When  God  resolved  to  create  man,  He  asked  counsel  of  all 
around  Him — “an  example  to  man,  be  he  ever  so  great  and 
distinguished,  not  to  scorn  the  advice  of  the  humble  and  lowly. 
First  God  called  upon  heaven  and  earth,  then  upon  all  other 
things  He  had  created,  and  last  upon  the  angels.”  The  angel 
of  truth  opposed  the  creation  of  man,  as  did  the  angel  of 
peace:  man  will  be  full  of  lies,  and  quarrelsome.  God  wisely 
kept  silence  and  concealed  from  the  angels  that  wicked, 
not  only  righteous,  generations  will  proceed  from  man.  Even 
though  they  knew  but  half  the  truth,  the  angels  could  not 
suppress  their  mistrust  and  astonishment:  “What  is  man  that 
Thou  art  mindful  of  him?”  A band  of  angels  under  the  arch- 
angel Michael  went  too  far  in  their  scorn  and  sullenness 
against  the  creation  of  man.  “God  thereupon  stretched  forth 
His  little  finger,  and  all  were  consumed  by  fire  except  their 
chief  Michael.  And  the  same  fate  befell  the  band  under  the 
leadership  of  archangel  Gabriel;  he  alone  of  all  was  saved 
from  destruction.”  Warned  by  the  dire  punishment,  and  con- 
vinced that  nothing  would  deter  God,  the  remaining  angels 
meekly  acceded:  Do  according  to  Thy  will. 

Legend  does  not  fail  to  detail,  step  by  step  and  hour  by 
hour,  all  the  stages  of  the  divine  labors  in  creating  man.  God 
Himself,  and  no  one  else,  collected  the  dust  of  the  ground  from 
all  four  corners  of  the  earth,  of  various  colors,  black  and 
white  and  yellow  and  red,  adding  a spoonful  from  the  site  of 
the  atoning  altar,  so  that  man  be  forgiven  and  endure.  God 
Himself  again  formed  with  infinite  care  every  part  of  the 
body,  fashioned  all  limbs,  opened  the  orifices,  and  blew  into 
the  soulless  lump  the  breath  of  life.  There  was  none  to  assist 
Him,  as  He  would  relegate  no  function  to  anybody  else,  but 
with  loving  solicitude  Himself  attended  to  every  item  of  both 
the  body  and  the  soul  of  man.  And  when  the  ministering 
angels  came  down  to  harm  man,  the  Holy  One,  blessed  be  He, 
took  him  up  and  put  him  under  His  wings,  as  it  is  written 
(Psalms  139:5):  “And  Thou  hast  laid  Thy  hand  upon 
me.” 

In  the  background  of  this  entire  cycle  of  legends  lurk  reli- 
gious issues  and  philosophical  passions,  agitating  the  hearts 
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and  minds  of  men  for  generations.  The  issues  are  long  for- 
gotten and  the  passions  spent,  but  what  still  endures  and  enter- 
tains are  the  tales.  The  theme  they  play  and  vary  is  the  strug- 
gle of  light  with  darkness,  good  with  evil.  The  strife  is  older 
than  man,  or  even  prior  to  creation  itself.  In  fact,  the  very 
creation  of  man  was  a battle  won  against  the  cohorts  of  heaven 
and  hell  which  seem  forever  to  oppose  and  obstruct  the  will 
of  God  and  the  work  of  man.  Intimately  connected  with  this 
cluster  of  tales  are  the  stories  of  the  insurgent  and  fallen 
angels,  and  the  conspiracy  of  Satan  against  Adam,  of  which 
the  misdeeds  of  Satan’s  brood,  Cain  and  his  descendants,  are 
but  an  episode.  All  this  multitude  of  tales  is  preserved  in  the 
legends  of  the  Bible,  and  offers  a striking  example  of  how 
folklore,  fable  and  myths  were  reminted  in  the  workshops  of 
schoolmen. 

The  alien  or  pre-biblical  memories,  and  the  homebom  ele- 
ments of  folk  fancy,  were  recast  and  revised  by  the  makers 
of  the  legends  of  the  Bible  to  suit  the  biblical  view  of  God  and 
man. 

As  retold  and  rewritten  by  the  teachers  of  the  Synagogue, 
the  ancient  myths  themselves  became  a vivid  and  dramatic 
refutation  of  the  pagan  creeds  and  dualist  heresies  which  had 
given  birth  to  these  very  myths,  and  vogue  to  the  beliefs  that 
powers  other  than  God  have  a stake  or  share  in  man.  On  the 
lips  of  the  later  heirs,  these  myths  are  made  to  unsay  their 
disturbing  infidelities  or  subversions,  and  to  assert  with  poetic 
vigor  and  imagination  the  verities  and  sincerities  of  the  biblical 
religion.  To  be  sure,  sometimes  the  uncouth  energy  of  the  past 
or  the  myths  of  dead  paganism  prove  stronger  than  the  inten- 
tion of  the  living,  and  into  a pious  legend  there  fall,  like 
shooting  stars,  glimpses  of  demonic  caprice  and  spite  and  non- 
sense, denying  and  defying  the  orderly  universe  of  reason  and 
moral  purpose.  The  pristine  power  of  the  original  tales  pre- 
vails over  the  later  censor  or  editor,  and  the  strange  or  savage 
captive  maid  captures  her  Israelite  conqueror. 

Such  accidents  of  derailment  or  backsliding,  annoying  per- 
haps to  the  humorless  theologian,  will  please  the  folklorist  and 
instruct  the  student  of  history.  They  bespeak  not  only  a hospi- 
tality of  the  mind,  open  to  all  winds  of  doctrine,  but  call  at- 
tention ever  again  to  the  basic  incompatibility  of  myth  and 
monotheistic  religion. 

The  legends  of  the  Bible,  growing  from  grass  roots  of  folk- 
lore, and  groping  to  be  engrafted,  or  at  least  entwined  in  Scrip- 
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ture,  attempt  the  seemingly  impossible:  to  impart  vitality, 
without  impairing  the  purity  of  the  biblical  faith.  Memorable 
art  and  living  religion  both  require  the  courage  of  images.  But 
it  is  the  distinctive  genius  of  the  biblical  conception  of  God  to 
forbid  the  human  presumption  of  images,  “or  any  likeness  of 
anything  that  is  in  heaven  above,  or  that  is  in  the  earth  be- 
neath, or  that  is  in  the  water  under  the  earth.”  To  obey  both 
demands  is  the  miracle  of  creativity.  To  have  kept  the  two  op- 
posites in  fruitful  check  and  tension,  vivid  vision  and  phantasy, 
enriching  and  reinforcing  the  austere  iconoclasm  of  Scripture, 
is  not  the  least  of  the  glories  of  the  legends  of  the  Bible. 


9 


Jewish  Thought  as  Reflected  in 
the  Halakah  * 

by  Louis  Ginzberg 


It  was  not  without  hesitation  that  I accepted  the  kind  invi- 
tation extended  to  me  to  deliver  the  Zunz  Lecture  of  this  year. 
Greatly  as  I appreciated  the  honor  conferred  upon  me,  I did 
not  find  it  an  easy  task  to  free  myself  from  a deep-rooted  con- 
viction that,  to  speak  in  the  words  of  the  great  Frenchman, 
Pascal,  most  of  the  mischief  of  this  world  would  never  happen 
if  men  were  content  to  sit  still  in  their  parlors  and  refrain 
from  talking.  As  a compromise  with  this  strong  conviction,  I 
have  chosen  as  my  subject,  “Jewish  Thought  as  Reflected  in 
the  Halakah.”  On  a subject  of  this  sort  one  would  talk  only 
when  one  has  something  to  say,  or  at  least  thinks  so — other- 
wise one  would  be  prompted  to  keep  silence. 

To  be  candid,  keeping  silence  strongly  commends  itself  to 
one  who  has  spent  the  greater  part  of  his  life  in  the  study  of 
the  Halakah  and,  believing  himself  to  have  a good  deal  to  say 
about  it,  is  at  a loss  how  to  do  so  within  the  limited  space  of  a 
single  paper.  It  would  be  impossible  within  the  compass  of 
anything  less  than  a substantial  volume  to  present  an  analysis 
of  the  ideas  comprised  or  implied  in  the  term  Halakah,  or  even 
to  set  forth  the  various  senses  in  which  the  term  has  been 
employed.  It  has  often  been  observed  that  the  more  claim  an 
idea  has  to  be  considered  living,  the  more  various  will  be  its 
aspects;  and  the  more  social  and  political  is  its  nature,  the 
more  complicated  and  subtle  will  be  its  issues  and  the  longer 
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and  more  eventful  its  course.  The  attempt  to  express  the 
“leading  idea”  of  the  Halakah  I must  perforce  leave  to  those 
whose  forte  is  omniscience  and  whose  foible  is  knowledge. 
What  I propose  to  do  is  something  less  ambitious  than  to 
sketch  the  nature  and  scope  of  the  Halakah.  It  is  more  closely 
connected  with  the  problem  of  the  nature  of  Jewish  history. 

The  Talmud  remarks:  “He  who  studies  the  Halakah  daily 
may  rest  assured  that  he  shall  be  a son  of  the  world  to 
come.”  1 The  study  of  the  Halakah  may  not  commend  itself  to 
everyone  as  a means  of  salvation.  Some  may  desire  an  easier 
road  thereto;  but  we  may  well  say  that  he  who  studies  the 
Halakah  may  be  assured  that  he  is  a son  of  the  world — the 
Jewish  world — that  has  been.  Not  that  the  Halakah  is  a matter 
of  the  past;  but  the  understanding  of  the  Jewish  past,  of  Jewish 
life  and  thought,  is  impossible  without  a knowledge  of  the 
Halakah.  One  might  as  well  hope  to  comprehend  the  history 
of  Rome  without  taking  notice  of  its  wars  and  conquests  or 
that  of  Hellas  without  giving  attention  to  its  philosophy  and 
art.  To  state  such  a truism  would  be  superfluous  were  it  not 
for  the  fact  that  the  most  fundamental  laws  of  nature  are 
often  disregarded  in  dealing  with  the  Jews,  and  their  history 
has  undergone  strange  treatment  at  the  hands  of  friend  and 
foe  alike. 

If  we  further  remember  that  Jewish  historiography  in  mod- 
ern times  dates  from  the  days  when  the  Hegelian  conception 
of  history  reigned  supreme,  the  “peculiar”  treatment  of  the 
history  of  the  “peculiar  people”  is  not  in  the  least  surprising. 
Historians  who  believed  with  Hegel  that  “history  is  the  science 
of  man  in  his  political  character,”  and  consequently  were  of 
the  opinion  that  there  could  be  no  history  of  a people  without 
a state,  could  not  but  ignore  the  Halakah,  a way  of  life  that 
was  rarely  sustained  by  the  power  of  the  state  but  was  fre- 
quently antagonized  by  it.  What  was  the  result  of  this  con- 
ception of  history  applied  to  the  Jews?  The  three  main  subjects 
dealt  with  in  works  on  Jewish  history  in  post-biblical  times 
are:  religion,  literature,  martyrology,  to  which  a little  phi- 
losophy with  a sprinkling  of  cultural  history  is  added;  but  of 
actual  history  in  the  modern  sense  of  the  word  we  find  very 
little  indeed.  History  as  now  generally  understood  is  the  sci- 
ence establishing  the  causal  nexus  in  the  development  of  man 
as  a social  being.  The  Jew  may  well  say:  homo  sum,  nihil 
humani  a me  alienum  puto.  State  or  no  state,  even  the  Jew 
of  the  diaspora  lived  for  almost  two  thousand  years  a life  of 
his  own  and  has  developed  accordingly  a character  of  his  own. 
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Modern  students  of  man  teach  us  that  three  elements  con- 
tribute to  the  formation  of  his  character — heritage,  environ- 
ment, and  training.  What  is  true  of  individual  character  holds 
good  also  of  national  character.  We  hear  a good  deal  of  the 
importance  of  heritage  or  race,  to  use  the  favored  phrase  of 
the  day,  in  appraising  the  character  of  the  Jew  and  in  the 
interpretation  of  his  history.  Dealers  in  generalities  especially 
are  prone  to  call  in  the  racial  features  and  characteristics  to 
save  the  trouble  of  a more  careful  analysis  which  would  show 
that  these  racial  qualities  themselves  are  largely  due  to  his- 
torical causes,  though  causes  often  too  far  back  in  the  past 
to  admit  of  full  investigation.  The  explanation  of  history  from 
the  narrow  point  of  view  of  race  is  tantamount  to  affirming, 
as  Hegel  did,  that  the  whole  wealth  of  historic  development 
is  potential  in  the  beginnings  of  mind,  a view  which  it  would 
be  impossible  to  justify  historically.  The  lessons  of  history 
indicate  rather  that  at  certain  times  men  of  genius  initiate  new 
movements  which  though  related  to  the  past  are  not  explained 
by  it,  and  that  there  are  various  possibilities  contained  in 
a given  historic  situation.  Which  of  the  possibilities  is  to  be- 
come real  would  depend  solely  upon  the  training  of  the  people 
confronted  with  the  historic  situation.  Nothing  is  easier  and 
nothing  more  dangerous  than  definitions.  I shall  not  define 
what  Halakah  is;  yet  one  is  safe  in  asserting  that  its  chief 
feature  is  education  of  oneself  or  training.  Accordingly,  the 
Halakah  is  a true  mirror  reflecting  the  work  of  the  Jew  in 
shaping  his  character. 

No  man  who  is  badly  informed  can  avoid  reasoning  badly. 
We  can  hardly  expect  to  understand  the  causal  nexus  of  our 
history  if  we  disregard  the  most  valuable  source  of  information 
we  seek.  Here  is  a plain  example  in  arithmetic  to  prove  it. 
The  literary  output  of  the  eighteen  centuries  from  the  begin- 
ning of  the  common  era  to  the  year  1795,  the  date  of  the 
emancipation  of  the  Jews  in  France  and  Holland  when  the 
modern  history  of  the  Jew  begins,  contains  seventy-eight  per 
cent  of  halakic  material.  We  may  easily  convince  ourselves 
of  the  exactness  of  this  statement  by  looking  at  the  classifica- 
tion of  the  Hebrew  books  in  the  British  Museum,  the  largest 
collection  of  its  kind  in  the  world,  prepared  by  such  an  emi- 
nent and  careful  bibliographer  as  Zedner.  Yet  it  is  not  the 
quantity  of  the  halakic  Literature  that  makes  it  so  valuable 
a source  of  Jewish  history;  by  far  more  important  is  its  quality. 

Historians  divide  historical  sources  into  two  main  groups: 
(a)  historical  remains  and  (b)  tradition.  By  the  first  group 
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we  understand  all  that  remains  of  an  historical  event.  For 
instance,  we  find  in  certain  parts  of  Germany  ruins  of  Roman 
castles,  places  with  Roman  names,  burial-grounds  containing 
the  bodies  of  Romans,  their  armor,  pottery  and  so  on.  Let  us 
suppose  for  a moment  that  the  writings  of  Caesar,  Tacitus  and 
other  Roman  historians  treating  of  the  relations  between 
Rome  and  Germania  had  disappeared;  these  remains  of  the 
actual  life  of  the  Romans  in  Germany  would  suffice  to 
establish  beyond  any  doubt  the  fact  that  at  a certain  time  in 
history  the  Romans  lived  in  Germany  and  were  its  masters. 
The  second  group  of  historical  sources,  tradition,  is  much 
less  reliable,  since  it  is  only  a subjective  reflection  in  the 
human  mind  of  historical  events  and  can  therefore  be  made 
use  of  only  after  a critical  analysis  has  separated  the  subjective 
element  of  reflection  from  the  objective  facts  reflected.  We 
often  hear  of  the  lamentable  dearth  of  sources  of  Jewish  his- 
tory. As  far  as  historical  tradition  is  concerned,  the  correctness 
of  this  statement  is  beyond  dispute;  but  of  historical  remains 
we  have  in  the  Halakah  a veritable  treasure  of  material. 
The  Halakah,  as  its  meaning  “conduct”  indicates,  comprises 
life  in  all  its  manifestations — religion,  worship,  law,  economics, 
politics,  ethics  and  so  forth.  It  gives  us  a picture  of  life  in  its 
totality  and  not  of  some  of  its  fragments. 

You  will  ask  how  it  could  happen  that  all  the  historians 
and  scholars  who  devoted  their  lives  and  great  abilities  to  the 
study  of  Jewish  history  ignored  its  most  important  source, 
the  Halakah?  The  answer  to  this  question  is  not  a difficult 
one.  The  importance  of  the  Halakah  as  an  historical  source 
is  equalled  by  the  difficulty  of  its  utilization.  Its  faults  lie  not 
in  its  substance  but  in  the  form  which  the  conditions  of  its 
growth  have  given  to  it.  It  is  a system  extremely  hard  to 
expound  and  hard  to  master.  So  vast  is  it  and  so  complicated, 
so  much  are  its  leading  principles  obscured  by  the  way  in 
which  they  have  been  stated,  scattered  here  and  there 
through  the  vast  expanse  of  the  “sea  of  the  Talmud,”  in  an 
order  peculiar  to  the  latter,  which  is  the  perfection  of  disorder, 
that  it  presents  itself  to  the  learner  as  a most  arduous  study, 
a study  indeed  which  only  a few  carry  so  far  as  to  make 
themselves  masters  of  the  whole.  Hence  the  favorite  phrase 
that  a general  impression  of  the  Halakah  suffices  without  the 
study  of  its  details.  Of  course  this  is  a cover  for  incapacity. 
To  understand  the  whole,  the  knowledge  of  the  parts  is  as 
indispensable  in  the  study  of  the  Halakah  as  in  any  other 
branch  of  human  thought. 
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I do  not  wish  to  be  misunderstood.  Not  everything  that 
happens  is  history,  and,  consequently,  the  first  requirement 
of  the  historian  is  to  distinguish  between  essentials  and  non- 
essentials,  between  historical  and  non-historical  happenings. 
The  individual  performs  countless  acts  daily  which  the  most 
conscientious  and  careful  Boswell  would  pass  over  in  silence 
as  irrelevant.  So  also  in  the  lives  of  nations  and  peoples, 
many  things  happen  daily  that  are  of  no  historical  value.  Not 
all  the  minutiae  of  the  Halakah  are  historical  material,  but  to 
quote  the  saying  of  an  old  Jewish  sage:  “If  there  be  no 
knowledge,  how  could  there  be  discernment?”  2 To  distinguish 
the  essential  from  the  non-essential  in  the  Halakah  one  must 
master  it  entirely  if  one  is  not  to  become  a prey  to  his  sub- 
jective likes  and  dislikes — and  we  all  know  how  Jewish 
history  is  marred  by  bias  and  prejudice. 

The  problem  of  subjectivity  in  the  presentation  of  Jewish 
history  leads  me  to  remark  on  another  aspect  of  the  Halakah — 
its  authoritative  character.  Writers  on  the  phase  of  Judaism 
that  comprises  Jewish  theology  and  ethics  in  post-biblical 
times,  have  based  their  studies  exclusively  on  the  Haggadah, 
which  means  that  they  erected  their  structures  upon  shifting 
sand.  Whatever  else  the  Haggadah  may  be,  it  certainly  is 
either  individual,  consisting  of  opinions  and  views  uttered 
by  Jewish  sages  for  the  most  part  on  the  spur  of  the  moment, 
or  creations  of  popular  fancy.  The  haggadic  sayings  of  the 
rabbis  belong  to  the  first  division;  the  apocryphal-apocalytpic 
writings  belong  to  the  second. 

All  work,  it  is  true,  is  done  by  individuals.  We  have  nothing 
beyond  the  dicta  of  definite — known  or  unknown — persons. 
Yet  the  great  men  of  a people  give  the  impulses  only,  and  all 
depends  upon  what  the  mass  of  the  people  make  thereof. 
It  is  doubtless  as  important  for  the  history  of  Judaism  to  know 
what  Hillel  said,  what  R.  Akiba  thought  and  what  R.  Meir 
taught  as  it  is  important  for  Christianity  to  study  the  writing 
of  Augustine,  Luther  and  Calvin.  But  not  all  Christians  are 
Augustines  or  Luthers,  nor  all  Jews  Hillels  and  Akibas.  The 
great  moulders  of  Christian  thought  did  indeed  succeed  in 
making  the  masses  of  Christianity  accept  their  doctrines  at 
solemn  councils  and  representative  covenants,  but  that  was  not 
true  of  the  spiritual  leaders  of  the  Jews.  Even  if  we  admit 
that  whatever  is  alive  in  the  nation  finds  expression  in  the 
works  and  words  of  individuals  and  that  many  individual 
contributions  are  products  of  the  national  spirit,  there  still 
remains  a vast  array  of  intellectual  products  that  are  temporary, 
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accidental  and  individual,  in  which  the  national  soul  has  but 
a small  share.  The  devil,  according  to  Shakespeare,  quotes 
Scripture.  But  if  he  is  really  as  clever  as  he  is  reputed  to  be, 
he  ought  to  quote  the  Talmud,  as  there  is  hardly  any  view  of 
life  for  and  against  which  one  could  not  quote  the  Talmud. 

No  less  uncritical  is  the  attempt  made  by  many  theologians 
to  give  us  a system  of  the  religious  thought  of  the  Jew  based 
upon  the  apocalyptic  literature,  the  fantastic  fabric  of  popular 
imagination.  As  the  author  of  a large  work  on  Jewish  legends, 
I believe  myself  to  be  above  suspicion  of  lacking  sympathy 
for  the  creations  of  popular  fancy.  Theology,  however,  is  a 
rational  system  of  religious  values  and  cannot  be  built  up  of 
material  furnished  by  fancy  and  imagination.  As  often  as  I 
read  books  on  Jewish  theology,  and  I may  say  with  Faust: 
Ich  habe  leider  auch  Theologie  studiert,  the  diametrically 
opposing  views  expressed  in  them  remind  me  of  the  following 
story  so  popular  in  my  native  country,  Lithuania.  A rabbi, 
trying  a case — for  the  rabbi  of  olden  times  was  more  of  a 
judge  than  a theologian — after  listening  to  the  plaintiff,  ex- 
claimed: “You  are  right,  my  son”;  and  then  made  the  same 
remark  to  the  defendant,  after  the  latter  had  pleaded  in  his 
own  behalf.  The  rabbi’s  wife,  who  was  present  at  the  trial, 
could  not  refrain  from  remarking  to  her  husband:  “How  can 
both  litigants  be  right?”  To  which  the  rabbi  in  genuine  meek- 
ness, as  becoming  a husband  and  a rabbi,  replied:  “You,  too, 
are  right,  my  dear.”  I frequently  feel  like  saying  to  the 
diametrically  opposed  theologians:  What  you  say  is  so  pro- 
foundly true  and  so  utterly  false!  You  are  profoundly  right 
in  what  you  tell  us  about  the  beliefs  and  doctrines  of  this  rabbi 
or  that  apocalyptic  author,  but  you  are  utterly  wrong  in  your 
attempts  to  stamp  as  an  expression  of  the  Jewish  soul  what  is 
only  an  individual  opinion  or  a transitory  fancy. 

It  is  only  in  the  Halakah  that  we  find  the  mind  and 
character  of  the  Jewish  people  exactly  and  adequately  ex- 
pressed. Laws  which  govern  the  daily  life  of  man  must  be  such 
as  suit  and  express  his  wishes,  being  in  harmony  with  his 
feelings  and  fitted  to  satisfy  his  religious  ideals  and  ethical 
aspirations.  A few  illustrations  will  often  explain  better  than 
long  abstract  statements,  and  I shall  therefore  present  a few 
concrete  examples  of  the  Halakah  applied  to  the  study  of 
Jewish  thought. 

At  the  risk  of  causing  Homeric  laughter  I shall  begin  ab 
ovo,  not  as  the  poet  did,  with  the  egg  of  Leda,  but  rather 
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with  that  no  less  famous  one  that,  to  speak  with  Heine, 
was  unfortunate  enough  to  be  laid  on  a holiday.  He  who 
does  not  appreciate  Heine  lacks  the  ability  to  appreciate 
something  genuinely  Jewish,  and  I,  for  one,  greatly  enjoy 
his  merry  remarks  on  that  unfortunate  egg.  But  grave  his- 
torians, or  rather  theologians,  the  majority  of  whom  are  not 
usually  distinguished  by  a sense  of  humor,  do  not  show  deep 
historical  insight  in  ridiculing  the  great  schools  headed  by 
Shammai  and  Hillel  for  discussing  the  question  whether  an 
egg  laid  on  a holiday  is  permitted  for  use  or  not.3  We  hear  a 
great  deal  of  Judaism  being  a view  of  life  for  which  religion  is 
law.  I am  at  present  not  interested  in  showing  the  fallacy  of 
this  dictum  nor  in  inquiring  why  we  hear  so  little  about  the 
second  part  of  this  equation,  to  wit:  for  the  Jew  law  is 
religion.  But  if  it  be  true  that  religion  is  law  for  the  Jews, 
the  conception  underlying  Jewish  law  must  necessarily  be 
expressive  of  Jewish  religious  thought.  The  discussion  of  the 
old  schools  about  the  egg  is  tantamount  to  the  question  of 
the  extent  to  which  the  principle  of  intent  is  to  be  applied. 
Actus  non  est  reus  nisi  mens  sit  rea,  say  the  Roman  jurists, 
and  similarly  the  Rabbis:  Actions  must  be  judged  by  their 
intent.  Since,  according  to  biblical  law,  food  for  the  holy  days 
must  be  prepared  the  day  before,  the  progressive  school  of 
Hillel  maintained  that  an  egg  laid  on  a holy  day  must  not  be 
used  because,  though  prepared  by  nature,  it  was  without  the 
intent  of  man  and  hence  can  not  be  considered  prepared  in 
the  legal  sense.  As  strong  men  exult  in  their  agility,  so 
tendencies  that  are  strong  and  full  of  life  will  sometimes  be 
betrayed  into  extravagancies.  It  may  be  extravagant  to  prohibit 
an  egg  laid  on  a holy  day  on  account  of  not  having  been 
intentionally  prepared  for  food.  But  of  what  paramount 
importance  must  intention  have  been  to  the  religious  conscience 
of  the  Jew  if  it  could  assume  such  an  exaggerated  form  as 
in  the  case  before  us!  And  could  there  be  a better  criterion 
of  the  development  of  a religion  than  the  importance  it 
attaches  to  intent,  the  outcome  of  thought  and  emotion,  in 
opposition  to  merely  physical  action? 

Now  let  us  examine  another  Halakah  that  might  throw 
light  on  the  question  as  to  the  relation  of  thought  and  emo- 
tion to  acts  and  deeds  in  Jewish  theology.  Sin,  we  are  told  by 
leading  theologians,  consists,  according  to  the  Jewish  concep- 
tion, in  acting  wrongly,  and  hence  forgiveness,  or,  to  use  the 
more  technical  term,  atonement,  is  of  a purely  mechanical 
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nature.  Originally  there  were  different  kinds  of  sacrifices, 
the  sin  offerings,  the  guilt  offerings,  and  so  forth,  by  means 
of  which  the  sinner  could  right  himself  with  God.  Later  the 
Rabbis  substituted  prayer,  fasting  and  alms-giving  for  the 
sacrifices  which,  after  the  destruction  of  the  Temple,  could 
no  longer  be  brought.  So  far  our  theologians.  And  now  let  us 
hear  what  the  Halakah  has  to  say  about  it.  In  a large  collec- 
tion of  laws  treating  of  marriage  with  conditions  attached, 
which  is  to  be  found  in  the  Talmud,  we  read:  If  one  says  to  a 
woman,  I marry  thee  under  the  condition  that  I am  an  en- 
tirely righteous  man,  the  marriage  is  valid,  even  if  it  is  found 
that  he  was  a very  wicked  man,  because  we  apprehend  that 
at  the  time  of  the  contraction  of  marriage  he  repented  in 
his  heart.  If  one  says  to  a woman,  I marry  thee  under  the  con- 
dition that  I am  a completely  wicked  man — sin  is  homely 
but  also  attractive! — the  marriage  is  valid.4  For  even  if  it  is 
found  that  he  was  very  pious,  we  apprehend  that  at  the 
time  of  the  contract  he  had  thoughts  of  idolatry.  Sin  as  well 
as  forgiveness  are  thus  understood  by  Jewish  law  to  be 
entirely  independent  of  acts  and  deeds;  the  evil  thought  in  the 
heart  turns  the  perfectly  just  into  the  completely  wicked,  and 
vice  versa,  the  change  of  heart  changes  the  completely  wicked 
into  the  perfectly  just. 

The  ethical  principles  and  ideals  that  shaped  and  formed 
the  Halakah  have  been  made  a subject  of  study  by  many; 
however,  as  we  are  still  in  need  of  a thorough  investigation  of 
Jewish  ethics,  a few  remarks  on  the  Halakah  as  a source  of 
Jewish  ethics  may  prove  to  be  profitable.  I shall,  however, 
content  myself  with  touching  upon  those  parts  of  the  Halakah 
that  treat  either  of  ceremonial  law  or  of  the  forms  of  civil 
law;  my  purpose  in  doing  so  being  to  show  to  what  use  the 
knowledge  of  these  minutiae  may  be  put. 

Whether  Jewish  ethics  are  of  a positive  or  a negative 
nature  is  a question  often  propounded,  and  of  course  answered 
according  to  the  nature  of  the  quotations  one  is  able  to  gather 
from  Jewish  writings.6  A favorite  argument  for  the  negative 
character  of  Jewish  ethics  is  drawn  from  the  number  of  com- 
mandments, which  is  said  to  consist  of  two  hundred  and 
forty-eight  positive  and  three  hundred  and  sixty-five  negative. 

I doubt  whether  the  good  Rabbi  who  first  computed  these 
numbers  was  aware  of  the  consequence  of  his  statistics.6  There 
can,  however,  be  no  doubt  in  my  mind  that  modern  theologians 
are  not  aware  of  the  fact  that  statistics  are  as  fatal  to  theology 
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as  theology  to  statistics.  A prompt  and  decisive  answer  to  the 
question  concerning  Jewish  ethics  is  given  by  the  Halakah 
in  its  ruling:  that  in  all  conflicts  of  laws  the  positive  takes 
precedence  of  the  negative.7  This  legal  maxim  applies  of 
course  to  conflicts  of  ceremonial  laws,  but  it  is  the  outcome  of 
the  legal  mind  or,  to  use  the  more  adequate  term  of  the 
Germans,  das  Rechtsbewusstsein,  of  a people  which  con- 
ceived ethics  as  something  very  positive. 

Many  of  us  are  undoubtedly  acquainted  with  the  favorite 
diversion  of  many  popular  writers  who  deny  to  the  Jew  any 
claim  to  creative  genius;  his  religion  and  his  ethics  are  said 
by  them  to  be  merely  different  manifestations  of  his  com- 
mercial spirit;  do  ut  des  being  the  guiding  power  of  his  life. 
Hence  the  insistence  upon  the  dogma  of  reward  and  punish- 
ment in  his  religion  and  the  utilitarian  character  of  his  ethics. 
We  have  had  enough  of  theology  for  the  present  and  I shall 
not  enter  upon  a discussion  of  the  dogma  of  reward  and 
punishment.  Yet  I cannot  help  quoting  to  you  the  very  wise 
words  of  one  of  the  finest  minds  among  contemporary  thinkers. 
The  world,  says  Mr.  Balfour,  suffers  not  because  it  has  too 
much  of  it — the  belief  in  reward  and  punishment — but  because 
it  has  too  little;  not  because  it  displaces  higher  motives,  but 
because  it  is  habitually  displaced  by  lower  ones.  To  those  who 
maintain  the  utilitarian  character  of  Jewish  ethics  my  advice 
is:  study  the  part  of  civil  law  in  Jewish  jurisprudence  which 
treats  of  gifts.  While  the  ancient  Roman  law,  as  has  been 
pointed  out  by  the  great  jurist  and  legal  philosopher  Ihering,8 
does  not  recognize  gratuitous  transfer  of  ownership,  but  only 
for  value,  the  promise  of  a gift  attained  an  independence  of 
form  in  the  very  earliest  stages  of  the  Halakah.  For  the 
Roman  law  gift  is  a sort  of  exchange;  one  makes  a gift  in  order 
to  receive  a gift  in  return,  or,  in  the  words  of  the  Roman 
jurists:  ad  remunerandum  sibi  aliquem  naturaliter  obligaverunt, 
velut  genus  quoddam  hoc  esse  permutationis .9  The  Halakah, 
on  the  other  hand,  had  overcome  the  egoism  of  man,  and 
beneficence  and  love  dictated  by  altruism  had  come  to  their 
full  right  in  legislation  as  well  as  in  life.10  The  importance 
of  this  phenomenon  only  he  can  fail  to  recognize  who  sees 
in  the  forms  of  the  laws  mere  forms  and  not  the  expression 
of  ideas. 

The  only  point  where  liberality  comes  to  the  surface  in  the 
Roman  law  is  in  regard  to  wills,  and  it  is  highly  interesting 
for  the  appraisal  of  the  Jewish  character  to  notice  that 
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Jewish  law  is  rather  inclined  to  limit  the  power  of  the  testator 
to  the  extent  that  it  prohibits  the  disinheritance  of  an  ungrate- 
ful and  wicked  son  in  favor  of  a good  and  dutiful  son.11  It 
has  been  noticed  by  others  that  bequests  have  psychologically 
not  the  value  of  a gift— the  gift  of  the  cold  hand  is  com- 
patible with  an  icy  cold  heart;  it  is  not  a gift  of  one’s  own,  but 
from  the  purse  of  the  legal  heir.  In  the  long  course  of  the 
development  of  the  Jewish  people  the  underlying  bond  was 
the  family;  the  ties  of  blood  were  of  absolute  and  undisputed 
strength.  Consequently,  the  Halakah  is  not  in  favor  of  any 
measure  that  might  disrupt  this  bond  of  union.  In  this  con- 
nection I may  call  attention  to  the  fact  that  the  Halakah 
failed  to  develop  the  law  of  adoption,  notwithstanding  the 
fact  that  the  Bible  offers  some  precedents  in  certain  forms  of 
adoption.1-  The  idea  of  blood  relationship  forming  the  basis 
of  the  family  was  too  strong  with  the  Jew  to  permit  the 
development  of  a law  that  would  undermine  it. 

This  leads  us  to  the  burning  Jewish  question  of  the  day: 
Are  the  Jews  a nation  or  merely  a religious  community?  Of 
course  I am  not  going  to  discuss  it  from  the  point  of  view  of 
the  Jew  of  today,  but  justice  to  my  subject  requires  that  we 
discuss  this  question  from  the  point  of  view  of  the  Halakah. 
And  the  answer  to  this  question  is  given  unmistakably  in  the 
following  two  laws  of  inheritance.  A Jew,  converted  to  pagan- 
ism, inherits  his  father’s  estate;  a pagan,  who  is  converted 
to  Judaism,  does  not  inherit  his  father’s  estate,  whether  the 
father  also  becomes  a convert  or  not.13  The  idea  underlying 
these  Halakot  is  that  the  ties  of  blood  binding  the  Jew  to  the 
Jewish  people  can  never  be  loosened,  and  that,  on  the  other 
hand,  by  becoming  a Jew,  a pagan  severs  his  national  con- 
nections with  those  to  whom  he  previously  belonged.  There  is 
a logical  contradiction  in  these  two  laws  of  inheritance  as 
formulated  by  the  Halakah.  But  what  is  life  but  a con- 
glomerate of  logical  contradictions?  The  Halakah  would  not 
be  a true  mirror  of  Jewish  life,  if  it  were  free  from  all  logical 
inconsistencies.  The  Jew  is  bound  forever  to  his  people, 
and  yet  anybody  who  enters  Judaism  becomes  a true  son  of 
Israel. 

A little  reflection  will,  however,  convince  anyone  who 
comes  to  the  question  with  an  open  mind  that  both  these 
theories  concerning  Judaism,  the  purely  nationalistic  as  well 
as  the  purely  religious,  are  alike  incomplete  and,  being 
incomplete,  are  misleading.  They  err,  as  all  theories  are  apt 
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to  err,  not  by  pointing  to  a wholly  false  cause  but  by  extending 
the  efficiency  of  a true  cause  far  beyond  its  real  scope.  Con- 
sidered from  an  historical  point  of  view  there  is  no  such  thing 
as  nationalism  in  general.  History  knows  only  a particular 
form  of  nationalism.  It  is  not  the  military  or  economic 
organization  of  a state  which  makes  it  a national  body  but  the 
spiritual  idea  represented  by  its  people.  When  we  speak  of  the 
Greek  nation  we  primarily  think  of  the  form  in  which  the 
genius  of  this  nation  expressed  itself.  And  is  not  Jewish 
nationalism  an  empty  phrase  if  we  do  not  connect  with  it 
Jewish  religion  and  Jewish  ethics,  Jewish  culture  and  the 
Jewish  mode  of  life  which  gave  it  its  individuality? 
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On  Medieval  Hebrew  Poetry  * 


by  Shalom  Spiegel 


i 

To  some  the  mere  notion  of  postbiblical  Hebrew  poetry 
will  seem  a presumption.  As  if  the  Bible  could  have  a sequel, 
or  as  if  at  the  end  of  the  Psalter  one  could  promise:  To  be 
continued.  The  objection  will  sometimes  be  stated  in  purely 
aesthetic  categories.  After  the  heights  ascended  by  Second 
Isaiah,  or  the  depths  plumbed  by  Job,  can  aught  be  said  or 
sung  in  the  Hebrew  language,  and  not  be  a poor  or  pitiable  anti- 
climax? It  is  true,  all  great  poetry  leaves  us  with  a sense  of 
discouragement  or  defeat,  diffident  to  exercise  again  the  craft 
of  the  poet.  Awed  by  extraordinary  accomplishment,  men 
are  prone  to  invoke  the  miraculous  and  to  speak  of  inspiration. 
Still,  poets  in  every  age  and  culture  will  pray  and  strive  for 
the  miracle  to  happen  again. 

Could  a Hebrew  poet  in  postbiblical  times  expect  a similar 
grace  of  Heaven,  or  did  the  canonization  of  Scripture  forbid  it? 

The  conception  of  a canon  attests  and  implies  a feeling  and 
a belief  that  the  age  of  direct  communication  with  God  is  past, 
and  that  with  the  death  of  the  latter  prophets,  the  holy  spirit 
departed  from  Israel.  This  doctrine  of  the  sealing  of  prophecy 
would  appear  to  put  a ceiling  to  the  aspiration  of  even  the  most 
gifted  poet  ever  to  rise  in  postbiblical  Hebrew.  To  be  sure, 
though  God  may  hide  His  face,  His  hand  is  stretched  lovingly 
over  Israel,  and  hints  of  His  revelation  may  still  be  disclosed  in 
dreams.1  Moreover,  there  persists  in  all  the  ages  the  hope  of 
the  ultimate  renewal  of  prophecy  in  the  end  of  days.2  But  in  the 
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concrete  here  and  now,  after  the  completion  of  the  canon, 
all  one  could  hope  for,  at  best  was  bat  kol,  the  “daughter  of 
the  voice,”  an  echo  of  the  glories  of  the  past.3 

With  the  expiration  of  prophecy,  Israel  was  to  incline  its 
ear  to  the  words  of  the  Sages.4  In  fact,  some  took  it  to  apply 
already  to  the  entire  period  of  the  Second  Temple  in  which 
the  Divine  Presence,  the  source  of  all  prophecy,  no  longer 
resided.5  The  reliance  in  the  Torah  and  its  scholars  became 
more  urgent  and  insistent  after  the  loss  of  state  and  sanctuary, 
when  the  very  future  of  Judaism  seemed  imperiled.  Jerusalem 
lay  in  ashes,  her  gates  sunk  to  the  ground.  Was  one  still  to 
believe  that  “the  Lord  loveth  the  gates  of  Zion  more  than  all 
the  dwellings  of  Jacob”  (Psalms  87:2)?  If  the  Holy  Writ  was 
to  retain  any  meaning,  and  Jewish  life  any  hope,  was  one  not 
driven  to  conclude,  in  the  face  of  the  disasters  that  had 
overtaken  the  nation,  that  the  gates  of  Zion  ( ziyyon ) henceforth 
must  mean  gates  marked  ( ziyyun ) or  distinguished  in  the  Law? 
“Ever  since  the  Temple  was  destroyed,  the  Holy  One,  blessed 
is  He,  has  nothing  else  in  His  world  but  the  four  cubits  of 
halaka."  6 To  these  four  cubits  of  the  law  the  people  clung 
desperately  as  to  its  only  remnant  of  freedom  and  insurance 
of  restoration.  All  that  mattered  from  now  on  was  the  preserva- 
tion of  the  Torah,  little  else  was  permitted  to  weigh  as  much 
in  the  scales  of  Israel.  “The  elders  have  ceased  from  the  gate, 
the  young  men  from  their  music”  (Lamentations  5:14) : when 
the  elders  ceased  from  the  Sanhedrin,  the  highest  seat  of  Jewish 
learning  and  the  supreme  court  of  Jewish  law,  how  could  the 
young  be  allowed  to  make  music  or  to  indulge  in  song?  7 One 
was  in  no  mood  to  encourage  the  arts  or  “to  rejoice  in  mirth 
as  other  peoples.”  8 This,  too,  like  the  renewal  of  prophecy, 
must  wait  until  God’s  own  good  time:  Then  only  will  our 
mouth  be  filled  with  laughter,  and  our  tongue  with  singing, 
when  it  will  be  said  among  the  nations:  the  Lord  hath  done 
great  things  with  Israel!  9 Embattled  by  a hostile  world,  often 
reduced  to  mere  subsistence,  the  synagogue  had  to  maintain 
an  austere  economy  of  spiritual  resources  and  to  huddle  all 
its  strength  for  its  prime  task  of  keeping  the  light  of  the  Torah 
aflame. 

The  Jewish  Middle  Ages  build  upon  this  twofold  legacy  of 
the  Rabbinic  age.  Divine  inspiration  is  relegated  to  the  remote 
past  or  the  distant  future,  and  the  word  of  the  Lord  is  sought 
in  the  present  from  the  disciples  of  the  wise,  the  scholars  of 
halaka.  Certain  critical  remarks  of  the  Rabbis  against  prophecy 
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are  retained  and  elaborated,  no  doubt,  to  strengthen  the  hold 
of  the  Torah  upon  the  people.  A poet  as  devoted  to  his  calling 
as  Moses  ibn  Ezra  (d.  after  1135)  writes  in  his  ars  poetica: 10 

When  our  sins  increased,  and  we  were  scattered  among  the 
nations  because  of  our  evil  doings,  and  God  (exalted  is  He) 
allowed  the  period  of  prophecy  to  come  to  a standstill,  the 
Almighty  was  gracious  unto  us  and  sustained  us  with  His 
servants  who  transmitted  to  us  His  Torah  and  the  words  of 
the  prophets  from  generation  to  generation.  It  is  from  them 
that  we  have  inherited  our  faith  and  institutions.  The  prophet 
Zechariah  (peace  be  unto  him)  whose  prophecy  was  late, 
foresaw  this  succession  of  sages  (their  memory  be  blessed) 
when  he  said  (Zechariah  9:12):  “Return  to  the  stronghold,  ye 
prisoners  of  hope;  even  today  do  I declare  that  I will  render 
double  unto  thee.”  The  words  allude  to  the  company  of 
illustrious  scholars  upon  whom  the  holy  spirit  has  rested. 
They  are  the  luminaries  of  the  Torah  who  lead  us  to  good- 
ness in  this  world  and  to  bliss  in  the  world  to  come.  In  this 
verse  the  prophet  announced  to  the  children  of  Israel  that  they 
will  return  from  Babylon  to  their  homeland,  and  that  there 
will  rise  among  them,  in  place  of  the  prophets  who  will  have 
ceased,  men  whose  wisdom  will  be  double  that  of  the  prophets, 
as  was  said:  “A  sage  is  superior  to  a prophet.”  11  For  the 
prophet  delivers  his  message  as  it  was  given  to  him,  and  the 
prophecy  as  made  known  to  him  by  God,  whereas  the  Sage 
hands  down  what  he  received  from  the  prophets,  and  draws 
one  thing  from  another  in  accordance  with  the  powers  granted 
to  him  by  the  Torah,  and  contributes  from  his  own  mind  in 
conformity  to  the  laws  of  reason.  His  is  therefore  the  excel- 
lence of  originality.  This  is  evident  and  indicated,  I believe,  in 
Scripture  (Jeremiah  18:18):  “Instruction  shall  not  perish  from 
the  priest,  nor  counsel  from  the  wise,  nor  the  word  from  the 
prophet.”  Thus  Scripture,  making  three  distinctions,  awards  to 
the  prophet  merely  “the  word,”  /.  e„  the  word  which  he  is  to 
make  known  in  the  name  of  God.  The  entire  matter  was 
summed  up  in  a wonderful  adage  of  the  sage  (peace  be  unto 
him):  “Where  there  is  no  vision,  the  people  perish”  (Proverbs 
29:18).  Hence  he  immediately  exhorted  the  people  to  hold 
on  to  the  words  of  the  wise,  when  prophecy  and  prophets  will 
have  ended,  saying:  “But  he  that  keepeth  the  law,  happy  is 

A compatriot  and  contemporary  of  this  Spanish  poet,  the 
great  talmudic  scholar  and  head  of  the  academy  at  Lucena, 
Joseph  ibn  Migas  (d.  1141)  words  it  more  tersely: 

A sage  is  superior  to  a prophet,  because  the  prophet  reports 
only  what  he  heard  and  what  was  put  in  his  mouth  to  be  said. 
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while  the  sage  reports  what  was  said  to  Moses  from  Mt.  Sinai, 

although  he  did  not  hear  it.12 

The  gift  of  inspiration  is  disparaged  for  the  greater  glory  of 
the  wisdom  in  the  holy  Law.  This  doctrine  adhered  to  by 
artist  and  rabbi  alike  in  the  period  of  the  highest  flowering  of 
the  poetic  genius  in  Spain,  is  characteristic  of  the  whole  of 
the  Jewish  Middle  Ages.  In  agreement  with  talmudic  teaching, 
the  Sage  is  accorded  what  is  denied  to  the  seer,  continued 
possession  of  the  holy  spirit.  “From  the  day  the  Temple  was 
destroyed,  although  prophecy  was  withdrawn  from  the  prophet, 
it  has  not  been  withdrawn  from  the  wise,”  13  the  custodians 
and  interpreters  of  the  law  in  each  age. 

Modesty  naturally  forbade  the  medieval  scholar  to  boast  of 
or  lay  claim  to  inspiration,  at  least,  not  openly.  But  there 
were  exceptions  to  the  rule,  and  men  famed  for  their  learning 
and  piety,  dropping  all  restraint,  admit  receiving  missives  from 
heaven.  Rabbi  Abraham  son  of  David  of  Posquieres  (d.  1198), 
the  keen  critic  of  the  code  of  Maimonides,  is  audacious  or 
outspoken  enough  to  avow  that  “the  holy  spirit  appeared  in 
our  school.”  14  There  may  be  sin  of  pride  in  such  assertions, 
but  not  heresy.  “Saintliness  leads  to  the  holy  spirit”  15  and 
“God’s  secret  is  with  them  that  fear  Him”  (Psalms  25: 14). 16 
In  reply  to  some  knotty  question  in  the  law,  a medieval  Rabbi 
will  write:  “This  is  what  I was  shown  in  heaven,”  17  a legal 
locution  not  hackneyed,  but  not  improper.  A scholar’s  faith 
or  fidelity  is  not  impugned  because  of  such  revelations. 

Nothing  of  the  sort  is  ever  permitted  to  the  medieval  poet. 
To  be  sure,  he  had  often  enough  to  blow  his  own  bugle  (in 
absence  of  the  modern  art  of  the  paid  advertisement),  but 
however  frivolous  or  extravagant  his  self-praise,  he  never 
dared  to  include  in  it  the  faintest  pretension  to  the  holy  spirit. 
It  would  have  had  the  effect  of  a bad  joke.  There  are  sundry 
varieties  of  religious  delusion  in  the  Middle  Ages,  but  we 
never  hear  of  a poet  to  have  come  forward  unreservedly  as 
a prophet,  as  did  in  Arabic  letters  Mutanabbi,  i.e.,  “the  pre- 
tender to  prophecy”  (d.  965),  in  the  estimate  of  his  country- 
men the  most  famous  of  all  the  poets  born  or  made  in  Islam.18 

Of  course,  a true  poet  will  always  await  and  witness  anew 
the  miracle  of  inspiration  and  sing  of  its  ecstasies.  Hebrew 
literature,  also,  has  some  magnificent  examples  of  poetry 
quivering  with  the  excitement  of  the  unaccountable  but  un- 
mistaken event.  Invariably,  however,  there  is  a chaste  reti- 
cence about  such  visitations  of  the  Divinity.  The  experience 
is  stated  almost  impersonally,  in  the  traditional  imagery,  as  if 
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to  hide  the  new  rapture  of  the  poet  in  the  ancient  and  familiar 
memories  of  his  people.  Hence  the  ease  with  which  the 
medieval  synagogue  could  turn  these  intimate  revelations  of 
the  individual  into  collective  prayers  of  Israel.  Take  for 
example  the  lovely  nocturne  of  Judah  Ha-Levi  (d.  after  1 140) : 

My  thought  awaked  me  with  Thy  Name, 

Upon  Thy  boundless  love  to  meditate; 

Whereby  I came 

The  fullness  of  the  wonder  to  perceive. 

That  Thou  a soul  immortal  shouldst  create 
To  be  embound  in  this,  my  mortal  frame. 

Then  did  my  mind,  elate, 

Behold  Thee  and  believe; 

As  though  I stood  among 
That  hushed  and  awe-swept  throng 
And  heard  the  Voice  and  gazed  on  Sinai’s  flame! 

I seek  Thee  in  my  dreams, 

And  lo,  Thy  glory  seems 
To  pass  before  me,  as  of  old,  the  cloud 

Descended  in  his  sight,  who  heard 
The  music  of  Thy  spoken  word. 

Then  from  my  couch  I spring,  and  cry  aloud, 

“Blest  be  the  glory  of  Thy  Name,  O Lord!”  19 

Qmte  fittingly,  the  poem  is  included  in  the  liturgy  of  Shabuot, 
the  holiday  of  revelation,  commemorating  the  covenant  estab- 
lished at  Sinai.  Originally,  however,  it  is  the  record  of  a very 
personal  encounter.  In  answer  to  long  probings  into  the  riddle 
ol  soul  and  body,  the  poet  experiences,  half  awake  and  half 
in  a dream,  how  into  the  clouds  of  his  soul  there  descends  the 
glory  of  God  as  into  a tabernacle:  “My  heart  beheld  Thee 
and  believed  Thee,  as  though  I were  standing  at  Sinai.”  Purged 
of  vanity  by  such  undeserved  favor  of  heaven,  the  poet’s  lips 
murmur  a benediction,  not  a boast.  The  individual  experience 
loses  itself  in  the  event  basic  to  all  Israel,  the  inspiration  of 
today  reaffirms  the  dawn  of  the  historic  faith,  and  the  new 
seeks  humbly  to  bring  home  the  old  revelation. 

The  same  poet,  as  others  before  and  after  him,  is  also 
familiar  with  some  of  the  formal  aspects  of  inspiration:  the 
feeling  of  being  but  a passive  tool  and  mouthpiece,  of  being 
“carried  away  and  overpowered”  (Jeremiah  20:7),  of  saying  not 
what  one  pleases,  but  what  one  cannot  help  saying.  He  knows 
also  the  sense  of  exhilaration,  when  the  halting  tongue  is 
quickened  of  a sudden  by  the  onrush  of  words,  heaven  bora, 
pouring  in  effortlessly,  infallible  in  their  felicity,  so  con- 
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vincing  and  compelling  as  to  leave  simply  no  other  choice. 
“The  speech  of  a prophet  at  the  time  when  he  is  enwrapped  by 
the  holy  spirit  is  in  every  part  directed  by  the  divine  influence, 
the  prophet  himself  being  powerless  to  alter  one  word.”  20  The 
description  has  personal  accents,  as  has  in  the  same  book  the 
impassioned  and  insistent  inquiry  into  the  state  of  the  prophet 
and  the  secret  of  prophecy,  but  there  is  a self-imposed 
censorship  and  discipline  of  silence  about  any  such  adventures 
or  aspirations  of  the  poet.  The  restraint  reflects  a climate  of 
opinion  reared  on  a doctrine  which  stressed  the  pathos  of 
distance  separating  the  present  from  the  ancient  days  when 
holy  men  still  walked  and  talked  with  God. 

In  the  medieval  world  one  was  ready  to  exercise  patience 
and  forbearance  even  with  inordinate  claims  when  made  in 
the  name  of  religion,  not  poetry.  Saadia  Gaon  (d.  942), 
perhaps  under  the  influence  of  certain  Moslem  ideas,  evolved 
a remarkable  doctrine  that  God  never  fails  to  provide  His 
people  with  a “scholar”  in  each  age  whom  He  enlightens  and 
inspires  to  guide  his  generation  and  make  them  prosper 
through  him.  Significantly,  the  Gaon  adds  that  such  was  his 
own  experience,  having  witnessed  “what  God  in  His  grace 
has  done  for  me  and  for  the  people.”  21  The  word  used  is 
talmid,  or  disciple  (of  the  wise)  or  scholar  in  the  law,  and 
thus  the  claim  is  advanced  on  behalf  of  the  Torah  and  its  fore- 
most exponent  in  every  age.  But  since  Saadia  was  also  a 
prolific  poet,  and  his  contemporaries  could  not  help  being 
apprised  of  the  opinions  he  entertained  about  himself,  we 
hear  the  resentment  voiced  that  his  poetic  compositions  were 
written  in  verse  units  and  supplied  with  accents  and  vowel 
points.  Such  resemblance  to  the  Sacred  Writ  was  seized  upon 
by  his  opponents,  who  denounced  it  as  a pretense  to  prophecy.22 
The  last  such  instance,  on  the  threshold  of  the  modern  era, 
is  that  of  Moses  Hayyim  Luzzatto  (d.  1747).  Under  the  spell 
of  inspiration,  he  believed  himself  to  be  receiving  revelations 
from  a mentor-angel  and  to  write  a second  Zohar,  a sequel  to 
the  classic  book  of  Jewish  mysticism.  But  since  he  was  also  a 
gifted  poet,  he  had  to  contend  with  the  rumor  that  he  had 
written  one  hundred  and  fifty  poems  to  supplant  the  Psalms  of 
David.  In  vain  did  the  poet  disavow  any  such  claim  or  com- 
parison, his  devout  teacher  aiding  him  by  testifying  that  the 
poems  were  the  product  of  toil  and  skill,  not  inspiration,  as 
could  clearly  be  seen  from  the  many  corrections  and  deletions, 
in  the  handwriting  of  the  author,  “such  as  occur  in  the  natural 
process  of  composition,  when  one  writes  and  crosses  out  and 
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writes  again.”23  The  suspected  manuscript  had  to  be  sur- 
rendered to  a Rabbinic  court,  a portion  was  burned  and  the 
remainder  buried  in  the  ground,  and  so  lost  to  posterity.24  It  is 
true,  those  were  days  of  the  Sabbatian  heresies  when  the 
guardians  of  the  law  may  have  thought  it  their  duty  to  be 
especially  severe. 

Not  only  in  times  of  crisis  or  peril  to  religion,  but  through- 
out the  Middle  Ages  one  can  detect  a latent  or  patent  hostility 
to  the  craft  of  the  poet.  On  second  and  serious  thought,  it 
must  have  appeared  to  be  dangerous  folly  for  a scattered  and 
threatened  community  to  dissipate  its  meager  resources  in 
toying  with  verse  or  enjoying  poesy.  Nor  is  it  strange  that 
the  philosophic  spirits  in  medieval  Judaism  were  just  as  inimical 
to  the  poets,  and  particularly  to  the  religious  poets.  Unre- 
strained fancy  and  loose  talk,  so  the  philosophers  contended, 
could  not  but  offend  against  the  true  precepts  of  an  enlightened 
faith  and  breed  crude  or  corrupt  notions  about  God.25  Rational- 
ists and  traditionalists  alike  seemed  to  concur  that  the  cause  of 
religion  is  best  served,  and  error  best  eschewed,  by  banning 
poetry  altogether  from  the  worship  of  the  synagogue.  If  piety 
prompts  one  to  add  or  amplify  praises  to  God,  there  is  always 
inspired  Scripture  to  draw  upon  with  profit,  or  one  can  at  all 
times  safely  turn  to  the  Psalter.26 


ii 

The  advice  was  heeded.  The  Psalter  served  throughout  the 
ages  as  a primer  of  prayer  and  praise,  and  handbook  of  devo- 
tion. It  became  the  hymnal  of  the  synagogue  and  the  common 
man’s  household  book  of  poetry.  It  would  be  difficult  to 
overrate  the  effect  of  this  most  widely  circulated  anthology 
of  Hebrew  verse  on  the  language  of  faith  and  the  habits  of 
piety  of  countless  generations.  Multitudes  of  men  at  every 
period  of  history  discovered  in  the  Psalms  the  stirrings  and 
strivings  of  their  hearts,  and  clothed  in  the  venerable  words 
of  the  book  their  own  penitence  and  hope.  This  power 
of  the  Psalter  stems  from  the  belief  that  it  is  not  merely  a 
collection  of  priceless  poetry,  or  a formulary  of  edifying 
prayers,  but  that  it  is  part  and  parcel  of  the  Holy  Writ. 

There  is  nothing  more  precious  than  the  Book  of  the  Psalms 
which  contains  everything.  Therein  are  many  praises  to  His 
Name,  hallowed  is  He,  and  many  a summons  to  repentance  as 
well  as  many  supplications  for  forgiveness  and  mercy  ...  By 
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reciting  the  Psalms,  we  at  once  offer  prayer  and  study  Holy 
Scripture,  for  King  David,  peace  be  unto  him,  long  ago  be- 
seeched  heaven  that  whoever  will  read  the  Psalter  should  re- 
ceive as  much  reward  as  he  who  delves  in  the  depths  of  the 
Torah.1 

This,  then,  was  the  unique  distinction  of  the  Psalter,  that  it 
combined  the  two  fundamental  elements  of  all  Jewish  worship: 
it  served  as  a pattern  of  prayer  and  as  a repository  of  guidance 
and  instruction  in  holy  living.  The  two  functions  are  insepar- 
able, of  course,  and  yet  it  is  the  latter  that  carried  most  weight 
in  the  eyes  of  the  believer.  His  standards  of  value  are  succinctly 
stated  in  a maxim  current  in  the  Middle  Ages: 

He  who  prays,  speaks  to  God;  but  he  who  reads  the  Writ, 
God  speaks  to  him,  as  it  is  said  (Psalms  119:99):  “Thy 
statutes  are  (Thy)  converse  with  me.” 2 

It  is  in  this  double  capacity  of  the  Psalter  to  furnish  both 
request  and  reply,  search  and  solution,  the  cry  of  human 
want  and  the  answer  of  Divine  bounty,  that  one  must  seek 
the  secret  of  the  unrivaled  influence  exercised  by  the  book  in 
all  ages. 

Being  a part  of  Scripture,  the  Psalms  share  the  fate  of  that 
widely  read  Book:  they  are  subject  to  ever-new  and  ever- 
changing  rereading  by  new  generations  of  men.  Each  period 
pours  its  own  inner  life  into  the  patient  and  pliant  texts  of  old 
which  engagingly  oblige  new  inquirers  with  new  answers. 
Devout  centuries  extract  or  extort  from  the  familiar  documents 
messages  undreamt  of  or  unsuspected  by  the  original  writers. 
Such  fresh  and  fanciful  embroidering  upon  the  ancient  design 
is  properly  called  legend,  as  the  Latin  legenda  literally  means: 
that  which  will  be  read  by  successive  ages  into  the  events  or 
records  of  the  past.  The  more  a book  is  used,  the  more  it  will 
be  abused,  fiction  prevailing  over  fact,  or — to  vary  Aristotle  3 
— poetry  outlasting  history. 

The  Bible,  too,  had  such  a posthumous  adventure  in  its 
passage  through  the  centuries,  its  text  becoming  disengaged 
from  the  original  intention  and  enriched  by  the  faith  and 
fantasy  of  innumerable  readers.  We  can  follow  this  afterlife 
of  the  Bible  in  scattered  comments  or  orderly  commentaries 
which  mirror  the  temper  and  the  trends  of  the  Jewish  Middle 
Ages.  Moreover,  the  centrality  of  Scripture  in  the  medieval 
scene  accounts  not  only  for  the  natural  and  unconscious 
metamorphosis  of  the  biblical  legacy  in  the  course  of  time, 
but  also  for  the  frequency  with  which  so  much  of  the  original 
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creation  of  the  Middle  Ages  was  sunk  into  biblical  exegesis. 
To  gain  foothold  in  medieval  Israel,  every  spiritual  endeavor 
had  to  be  related  to  the  chief  concern  of  the  people,  Torah. 
Hence  medieval  expression  is  so  often  cast  in  the  form  of  a 
commentary  on  Scripture.  Even  dissent  and  revolt  are  clothed 
in  what  is  in  name  or  shape  but  a commentary.  The  form  suc- 
ceeded in  disguising  and  preserving  a great  deal  of  the  inde- 
pendent achievement  of  the  Middle  Ages.  Whatever  their 
usefulness  for  the  study  of  the  Bible  itself,  the  medieval  Bible 
commentaries  are  invaluable  and  indispensable  for  the  revela- 
tion of  the  internal  life  of  the  Jew  in  the  Middle  Ages. 

An  example  from  the  Psalter  will  illustrate  the  vigor  and 
variety  of  this  invisible  creativeness  passing  unchallenged  as 
biblical  interpretation. 

Psalm  29  is  probably  a very  old  hymn,  voicing  the  dread  and 
the  wonder  of  ancient  man  before  the  fury  of  the  elements.  A 
storm  is  gathering  out  at  sea,  “upon  many  waters,”  and  breaks 
upon  the  land,  tossing  the  cedars  of  Lebanon  and  rocking  the 
snow-capped  Hermon  to  its  foundations.  The  massive  moun- 
tains seem  to  shake  helplessly  like  frightened  animals.  The 
storm  and  the  winds,  the  peals  of  thunder  and  the  “flames  of 
fire”  or  the  lightning  flash  herald  the  power  of  “the  God  of 
glory”  as  He  sets  out  to  strike  at  the  insurgent  foes.  When  the 
tempest  dies  away  in  the  desert,  all  rebellion  is  quelled,  and 
the  conqueror  can  return  to  His  celestial  palace,  built  “upon 
the  flood”  or  the  upper  waters  above  the  firmament,  there 
to  receive  the  tribute  and  honor  due  to  a “king  for  ever.” 
The  heavenly  ceremony  is  pictured  after  the  fashion  of  earthly 
courts,  or  rather  in  images  borrowed  from  prebiblical  myths.4 
We  see  the  lesser  divinities,  the  bene  elim,  or  “the  sons  of  the 
gods,’’ assemble  to  pay  homage  to  the  victorious  godhead.  With 
such  praise  on  high”  the  Psalm  opens,  and  it  ends  with  a 
prayer  for  “peace  on  earth.” 

Quite  appropriately  we  find  the  earliest  use  of  the  Psalm  in 
the  liturgy  of  the  festival  of  Sukkot,  when  prayers  for  rain 
were  offered. 

Already  in  the  age  of  the  Tannaim,  the  meaning  of  the  Psalm 
was  thoroughly  overhauled: 

Rabbi  Eleazer  of  Modaim  said:  When  the  Holy  One, 
blessed  be  He,  appeared  to  give  the  Torah  to  Israel,  the  earth 
shook  and  the  mountains  quaked,  and  all  the  sons  of  the  mighty 
( bene  elim ) trembled  in  their  palaces,  as  it  is  said:  “And  in 
his  palace  every  one  says  ‘Glory’”  (Psalms  29:9).  Where- 
upon the  kings  of  the  world  assembled  and  came  to  Balaam, 
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saying:  What  is  the  uproar  that  we  heard?  Is  a flood  to  come 
to  destroy  the  earth?  Said  he  to  them:  “The  Lord  sitteth  upon 
the  flood”  (ibid.,  10).  The  Holy  One,  blessed  be  He,  swore 
long  ago  that  He  would  not  bring  a flood  upon  the  world  for 
ever.  They  then  said  to  him:  He  will  not  bring  a flood  of 
water,  but  He  may  bring  a flood  of  fire  as  it  is  said:  “For  by 
fire  will  the  Lord  contend”  (Isaiah  66:16).  But  he  said  to  them: 
He  is  going  to  bring  neither  a flood  of  water,  nor  a flood  of 
fire.  However,  He  possesses  in  His  storehouse  a priceless  trea- 
sure, the  Torah  which  He  is  to  present  to  His  sons,  as  it  is 
said:  “The  Lord  will  give  strength  unto  His  people”  (Psalms 
29 : 1 1 ) . As  soon  as  the  kings  heard  that  from  him,  they  joined 
in  the  benediction:  ‘The  Lord  will  bless  His  people  with 
peace”  (Ibid.).B 

Rabbi  Eleazer  of  Modaim  died  during  the  siege  of  Bethar 
(c.  135  c.e.  ) and  taught  in  days  when  it  became  clear  that 
the  natural  base  of  the  Hebrew  polity,  the  state  and  the 
sanctuary,  were  lost.  However  impoverished,  Israel  still  pos- 
sessed a priceless  treasure  from  God’s  storehouse,  the  Torah. 
Hence  the  new  stress  on  the  gift  of  revelation,  and  on  God’s 
power  in  history  rather  than  nature.  Transposed,  as  it  were, 
into  a new  key,  the  Psalm  was  employed  in  the  liturgy  of  the 
Feast  of  Weeks,  which  commemorates  the  covenant  at  Sinai, 
when  the  Torah  was  given  to  Israel.6  In  medieval  Spain  7 the 
custom  seems  to  have  originated  of  reciting  the  Psalm  on  the 
Sabbath,  the  traditional  day  of  Revelation,8  as  the  Torah  is 
being  returned  to  the  Ark,  or  the  treasure  brought  back  to  His 
storehouse,  a practice  still  observed  in  our  synagogues. 

Echoes  of  darker  centuries  survive  in  the  Midrash  to  the 
Psalms,  a collection  of  homilies  from  various  times,  some 
perhaps  going  back  to  days  of  Roman  or  Byzantine  rule  and 
oppression:  9 

Bene  elim  or  “the  sons  of  the  gods” — what  does  that  mean? 
The  sons  of  the  dumb  (bene  ilmim)  and  of  the  deaf  (i.  e.,  the 
sons  of  Israel)  who  could  answer  back  the  Holy  One,  blessed 
be  He,  but  they  refrain  from  answering  back,  and  suffer  the 
yoke  of  the  nations  for  the  sanctification  of  His  name.  This  is 
what  Isaiah  said  (42:19):  “Who  is  blind,  but  my  servant,  or 
deaf,  as  my  messenger  that  I sent?” 

Bene  elim — what  else  can  that  mean?  The  sons  of  those 
who  are  slain  like  rams  (elim).  Abraham  said:  I slay;  Isaac 
said:  I am  (ready  to  be)  slain.10 

Pained  and  puzzled  by  the  triumph  of  the  wicked,  the  religious 
conscience  sought  solace  and  support  in  the  examples  of 
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patriarchal  piety  or  the  songs  of  the  suffering  servant.  The 
ways  of  God  were  inscrutable.  Abraham  did  not  comprehend 
how  a father  could  be  commanded  to  slay  his  only  son,  but 
he  did  not  refuse  or  reproach  God,  he  obeyed  instead,  to  be 
rewarded  and  relieved  in  the  end.  Silently  also  the  servant  of 
the  Lord  must  bear  his  martyrdom,  a spoil  and  sport  of  all 
mankind,  and  yet  it  is  with  his  stripes  that  the  world  will  be 
healed.  It  was  in  the  light  of  such  memories  or  monition  that 
Psalm  29  was  reread  in  the  early  Middle  Ages. 

When  the  swift  victories  of  Islam  and  the  vast  realm  con- 
quered by  the  new  faith  seemed  to  make  the  hopes  of  Jewish 
repatriation  impracticable  or  illusory,  the  troubled  heart 
turned  again  to  the  Psalter  for  courage  and  comfort.  Psalm 
29  was  rendered  as  summoning  the  children  of  Israel  to  be 
bene  elim,  sons  of  might  or  men  of  valor,  and  to  persevere  in 
the  faith  as  there  was  hope  in  their  future.  Verse  10  was 
understood  to  contain  the  solemn  assurance  that  just  as  the 
Lord  guards  the  universe  against  the  flood,  so  He  remains 
His  people’s  king  forever:  “For  as  I have  sworn  that  the 
waters  of  Noah  should  no  more  go  over  the  earth,  so  have  I 
sworn  that  I would  not  be  wroth  with  thee,  nor  rebuke  thee. 
For  the  mountains  shall  depart,  and  the  hills  be  removed,  but 
my  kindness  shall  not  depart  from  thee,  neither  shall  the 
covenant  of  my  peace  be  removed,  saith  the  Lord  that  hath 
mercy  on  thee”  (Isaiah  54:9f.) . The  Psalm  was  so  translated  by 
Saadia,  and  his  version  is  still  current  among  Arabic-speaking 
Jews.11 

In  the  lands  of  medieval  Christendom,  the  Psalm  was  con- 
strued as  a prophecy  about  the  days  of  Messianic  deliverance, 
when  “the  cedars  of  Lebanon,”  the  proud  kingdoms  of  the 
earth  will  be  humbled.  The  Lord  will  thunder  “upon  many 
waters”;  these  are  the  rich  and  rapacious  that  grab  the  goods 
of  this  world  as  greedily  as  waters  cover  the  sea.  But  in  the  end, 
justice  will  be  enthroned  for  ever,  and  in  His  temple  all  will 
say  “Glory,”  as  it  is  said:  “Then  will  I turn  to  the  peoples  a 
pure  language,  that  they  may  all  call  upon  the  Name  of  the 
Lord,  to  serve  Him  with  one  consent”  (Zephaniah  3:9). 12 

After  the  banishment  from  Spain  (1492),  which  uprooted 
the  most  populous  and  prosperous  community  of  the  Middle 
Ages,  mystical  tendencies  gained  the  ascendancy.  The  Psalter 
was  read  fervently  as  an  apocalypse  in  which  every  word  is 
infused  with  references  to  the  events  of  the  imminently 
expected  Messianic  catstrophe  or  redemption.  In  fact,  the 
Psalms  themselves  were  discovered  to  be  a book  of  war  songs, 
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an  arsenal  of  mystic  or  magic  weapons,  “a  sharp  sword  in 
Israel’s  hand”  13  to  strike  at  the  root  of  evil  and  thus  pre- 
cipitate the  end.  When  the  crack  of  doom  failed  to  come, 
and  the  Messianic  fever  wore  away,  there  spread  from  Safed, 
a town  in  northern  Galilee,  audacious  new  doctrines  such  as 
the  cabbala  of  Isaac  Luria  (d.  1572),  which  gave  a new 
answer  to  the  basic  and  baffling  facts  of  the  historic  experience 
of  the  lew  and  a new  meaning  to  his  acts  of  worship.14 

The  homelessness  of  the  Jewish  people  was  conceived  to  be 
but  a detail  in  the  general  dislocation  of  the  whole  of  existence 
due  to  a primordial  flaw  or  fracture  of  all  creation  which  the 
new  cabbala  called  “the  breaking  of  the  vessels.”  Because  of 
it,  all  realms  of  being  were  unhinged  and  deranged,  thrown 
out  of  their  proper  and  purposed  station,  everything  in  the 
order  of  creation  was  displaced,  all  were  in  exile,  including 
God.  Supernal  lights  fell  in  the  abyss  of  darkness,  and  sparks 
of  holiness  became  imprisoned  in  shells  of  evil.  The  unity  of 
the  Divine  Name  was  shattered  (the  new  cabbala  speaks  of  the 
letters  YH  being  torn  away  from  WH  in  the  name  YHWH) . It 
was  the  mission  of  man  and  the  purpose  of  religion  to  restore 
the  broken  name  of  God  and  so  heal  the  original  blemish  of 
all  the  visible  and  invisible  worlds.  By  observing  the  com- 
mandments of  the  Torah  and  the  ordained  discipline  of  wor- 
ship, every  Jew  could  become  a partner  in  the  work  of 
redemption:  he  could  help  to  lift  the  fallen  lights  of  God  and 
set  free  the  holy  sparks  from  the  powers  of  evil. 

With  ardent  precision  every  detail  in  form  and  language 
of  the  Psalms  was  instilled  with  mystic  meaning  and  function. 
Concretely,  in  Psalm  29,  three  times  it  was  said  “Give  unto 
the  Lord,”  seven  times  “the  voice  of  the  Lord,”  eighteen  times 
the  Divine  Name  is  spelled,  making  seventy-two  letters  or  the 
numerical  value  of  hesed,  or  mercy.  The  eleven  verses  of  the 
Psalm  equal  WH  in  the  tetragram,  while  the  ninety-one 
words  in  the  whole  Psalm  correspond  to  the  sum  total  of 
YHWH  and  Adonai.15  By  means  of  each  of  these  mysteries 
of  prayer,  the  worshiper  who  knew  the  secrets  of  the  holy 
letters  and  was  capable  of  utter  inwardness  ( kavvanah ) in  his 
devotion,  could  work  miracles  of  tikkun  or  restitution  by  which 
sparks  scattered  in  the  lower  depths  could  be  reassembled,  and 
“the  Holy  One,  praised  be  He,  reunited  with  His  exiled 
Shekinah.”  Acts  of  religion  determine  the  fate  of  the  world, 
and  it  is  the  essential  distinction  and  dignity  of  man  that 
without  his  free  choice  the  breach  of  creation  could  not  be 
mended.  Feeble  as  man  is,  unlike  the  angels,  he  alone  knows,  in 
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every  breath  of  his,  about  the  struggle  of  good  and  evil,  and 
can  influence  it  by  his  freedom  of  action.  Hence  only  man, 
and  not  any  of  the  celestial  beings,  can  lead  the  banished 
glory  of  God  back  to  the  Master,  and  thus  literally  “give  unto 
the  Lord  glory  and  strength,”  thereby  completing  His  en- 
thronement as  “king  for  ever.” 

In  this  new  myth,  which  burst  forth  in  the  heart  of  Judaism 
at  so  late  a stage  of  the  historic  faith,  mystic  notions  verge  on 
magic,  or  perhaps  revert  to  the  origins  of  all  worship  in  which 
prayer  and  spell  commingle.  As  if  the  wheel  had  come  full 
circle,  and  the  new  cabbala  had  recovered,  on  another  plane, 
the  prebiblical  rudiments  of  magic,  residual  in  the  Psalms  and 
perhaps  irreducible  from  man’s  vocabulary  of  prayer. 

These  few  examples  of  Rabbinic  and  cabbalistic  interpreta- 
tion of  Scripture  will  suffice  to  indicate  the  amazing  freedom 
with  which  the  Middle  Ages  were  able  to  make  the  words  of 
an  old  text  yield  new  meaning.  Even  though  the  syllables  and 
sentences  of  the  Bible  remained  intact,  a new  sentiment  in- 
fused them  with  new  significance,  and  transformed  the  Psalm, 
far  beyond  the  purposes  of  the  first  author,  into  an  untram- 
meled expression  of  a new  religious  attitude  and  outlook.  Often 
it  is  an  original  conception  that  asserts  itself  in,  or  despite, 
the  ancient  and  venerable  vocables,  which  suffer  no  outward 
change  through  the  centuries.  The  new  creation  escapes  notice 
(also  by  the  historians  of  literature),  for  it  is  deposited  in- 
visibly in  the  same  old  words  of  the  Writ. 

Above  all,  even  a hurried  glimpse  into  biblical  lore  of  the 
Middle  Ages  will  prove  how  futile  was  the  endeavor  to 
exorcise  error  and  heresy  from  the  synagogue  by  advising  the 
faithful  to  turn  with  a safe  conscience  only  to  inspired  Scrip- 
ture, particularly  the  Psalms.  We  saw  traditionalists  and  ra- 
tionalists agreeing  that  it  would  be  best  to  praise  God  with  the 
songs  of  King  David  alone.16  Little  did  either  of  them  dream 
what  dangerously  novel  ideas  could  nest  in  the  innocent  and 
time-honored  words.  The  letter  is  too  feeble  to  imprison  the 
spirit.  It  is  useless  to  try  to  freeze  the  tides  of  spiritual  life 
into  permanent  retrospection.  Ancient  meanings  cannot  be 
perpetuated  through  the  ages.  At  best,  the  sounds  may  be  re- 
produced, or  perhaps  only  the  symbols  of  script,  but  a new 
spirit  will  transfigure  them  in  each  age. 

Fortunately,  the  synagogue  discovered  quite  early  how 
hopeless  it  would  be  to  invite  the  great  poetry  of  biblical 
antiquity  to  keep  new  expression  suppressed  in  Judaism.  It  was 
better  insight  to  make  room  in  the  synagogue,  along  with 
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the  classical  heritage,  also  for  new  creative  endeavor,  and  thus 
enlist  the  genius  of  the  poets  to  lend  freshness  and  vigor  to 
the  religious  quest  of  medieval  Jewry. 


iii 

The  beginnings  of  poetry  in  the  synagogue  may  well  go  back 
to  the  dawn  of  public  prayer,  or  to  the  very  origin  of  the 
synagogue.  The  Jews  were  the  only  people  of  antiquity  who 
succeeded  in  divorcing  prayer  from  sacrifice,  and  so  were 
the  first  .to  evolve  the  modes  and  manners  of  public  worship 
as  the  world  knows  them  now.  The  new  institution  of  the 
synagogue  was  to  grapple  first  with  the  two  basal  needs  of  all 
congregational  service:  conformity  and  nonconformity.  Un- 
tutored or  undisciplined  prayer  may  grow  haphazard  and  slip- 
shod, self-seeking  or  disreputable,  anarchical  and  antisocial. 
Regulated  for  public  propriety,  or  legislated  for  the  good  of 
society,  it  may  become  a stale  and  spiritless  convention.  The 
synagogue  strove  to  retain  and  reconcile  both  the  requirement 
of  agreement  and  informality.  The  oldest  order  of  services 
includes,  along  with  instruction  in  the  Writ  meant  for  the 
whole  congregation,  private  devotions  or  confessions.  These 
elements  of  spontaneous  or  subjective  piety  (called  debarim, 
words,  or  tahanunim,  supplications)  originally  followed  the 
recitation  of  the  Shema,  or  the  creed  of  Judaism,  and  thus 
hark  back  to  a time  before  the  eighteen  benedictions  or  the 
principal  prayer  became  an  established  order  of  the  syna- 
gogue.1 Moreover,  even  when  the  eighteen  benedictions  were 
finally  agreed  upon,  toward  the  close  of  the  first  century  c.e., 
only  their  sequence  was  settled,  the  wording  remaining  in  flux 
for  centuries.  As  a matter  of  fact,  there  continues  for  genera- 
tions the  deliberate  tendency  to  keep  the  prayer  fresh  and 
fluid,  modified  with  something  new  each  day,  to  quote  a Rabbi 
of  the  fourth  century.2 

Probably  there  was  here  at  work  a rejection  of  the  heathen 
notion  of  piety  which  rigidly  forbade  any  deviation  from  the 
hallowed  formulary  of  ancestral  ritual.  Even  the  slightest 
change  would  only  weaken  the  potency  of  the  prayers,  be- 
lieved by  the  ancients  to  be  missives  from  the  gods  themselves 
and  hence  especially  efficacious  and  inviolable. 

To  prevent  the  confusion  of  religion  with  magic,  the  Rabbis 
emphasize  that  there  are  no  set  or  sacred  spells  certain  to  force 
down  the  blessing  from  heaven.  On  the  contrary,  prayer  must 
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not  be  fixed,3  but  free,  welling  out  of  the  depths  of  a contrite 
heart  and  reaching  out  entreatingly  for  the  unpredictable  grace 
and  goodness  of  God. 

Whatever  the  motives  of  the  Rabbis,  the  religious  and 
aesthetic  benefit  was  indisputable.  By  asking  with  variety  of 
circumstance  also  variety  of  words,  the  synagogue  admitted 
or  even  invited  into  its  midst  the  craftsmen  of  words,  or  the 
poets.  As  a result  the  common  prayers  of  Judaism  gained 
increasingly  in  richness  of  inspiration  and  beauty  of  expres- 
sion. 

The  Middle  Ages  followed  the  Rabbinic  age  in  the  endeavor 
to  preserve  both  obedience  to  tradition  and  individual  as- 
sertion. The  standard  prayers,  the  oldest  nucleus  of  the  liturgy, 
always  and  everywhere  became  the  center  of  Jewish  worship, 
a bond  of  union  despite  geographic  dispersal,  and  a bridge 
across  the  ages  linking  the  present  to  the  past.  At  the  same 
time,  each  period  and  place  was  left  free,  if  not  encouraged, 
to  speak  its  own  mind  in  new  compositions  added  to,  or  in- 
serted within,  the  ancient  prayers.  These  additions,  called 
piyyut,  or  poetry,  constitute — in  contrast  to  the  stable  and 
stationary  standard  prayers — an  ever-changing  and  restless 
element  in  the  Jewish  liturgy.  They  enliven  with  personal 
accent  or  local  color  the  established  and  universal  order  of 
services,  and  unlike  the  latter,  frankly  bespeak  the  soil  and 
sun,  season  or  situation,  which  nurtured  or  ripened  them.  In 
fact,  it  was  the  vigorous  and  abundant  growth  of  the  piyyut 
that  was  responsible  for  the  development  within  medieval 
Judaism  of  about  half  a hundred  different  rites.4  Within  the 
larger  brotherhood  of  Israel,  and  the  stock  of  prayers  common 
to  all  generations,  the  medieval  synagogue  attempts  and  attains 
both  a contemporary  note  and  regional  differentiation.  The 
religious  expression  varies  in  the  Byzantine  age  and  in  the  era 
of  Islam;  in  the  same  century,  Franco-German  Judaism  differs 
from  Spanish  Judaism,  as  do  the  rites  of  Aleppo  and  Yemen, 
Prague  and  Amsterdam.  Yet  there  underlies  them  all,  despite 
the  dissimilar  and  distinctive  body  of  their  poetry,  the  core  of 
ecumenic  prayer  invariable  in  all  Jewries. 

In  fine,  before  the  invention  of  printing  slackened  or  con- 
gealed its  growth,  medieval  Judaism  essayed  and  effected  a 
conciliation  and  concordance  of  two  contrary  but  comple- 
mentary necessities  of  all  spiritual  life,  arriving  at  a remarkable 
synthesis  of  liberty  and  order,  unity  and  diversity,  permanence 
and  change.  The  old  and  the  new,  the  recent  and  the  remote, 
the  casual  and  the  constant,  blend  to  enrich  and  to  reinforce 
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each  other.  It  is  this  peculiar  and  pregnant  amalgam  of  op- 
posites, of  pattern  and  freedom,  system  and  vitality  which 
imparts  to  medieval  utterance  both  strength  and  suppleness, 
the  discipline  of  a consistent  doctrine  and  accord  with  the 
tune  of  the  times. 

A few  examples  of  religious  verse  may  serve  as  illustration, 
and  help  to  point  out  some  of  the  forms  and  functions  of 
medieval  Hebrew  poetry. 

The  heart  of  the  Jewish  service  is  the  Shema,  the  Jew’s  ac- 
ceptance of  the  Kingship  of  Heaven.  It  begins  with  a sum- 
mons to  the  worshipers:  “Bless  ye  ( bareku ) the  Lord!”  It  is 
here,  before  the  call  is  sounded,  that  the  medieval  poet  asks 
“leave”  ( reshut ) to  intersperse  the  hallowed  prayers  with  his 
own  effort.  Such  introductions  usually  strike  the  note  of 
preparation  for  the  actual  prayer.  For  example,  the  poet  medi- 
tates upon  what  is  to  be  affirmed  in  the  Shema.  The  first  words, 
after  the  avowal  of  faith,  command  to  love  God  “with  all  thy 
heart  and  all  thy  might”  (Deuteronomy  6:5),  that  is  to  love 
Him  “in  truth”  (cf.  Jeremiah  32:41).  For  in  the  holy  tongue, 
God’s  name  is  Truth  (Jeremiah  10: 10),  and  in  the  view  of  the 
Rabbis,  His  seal  is  truth.5  These  are,  also,  the  very  last  words 
of  the  Shema:  “I  am  the  Lord  your  God — Truth,”  in  prayer 
the  immediately  following  word  being  joined  to  the  last  of  re- 
cited Scripture  (Numbers  15:41).  The  beginning  and  the  end 
of  the  Shema  set  the  theme  of  one  of  the  magnificent  preludes 
by  Judah  Ha-Levi: 

With  all  my  heart,  O Truth,  with  all  my  might 
I love  Thee;  in  transparency,  or  night, 

Thy  Name  is  with  me;  how  then  walk  alone? 

He  is  my  Love;  how  shall  I sit  alone? 

He  is  my  Brightness;  what  can  choke  my  flame? 

While  He  holds  fast  my  hand,  shall  I be  lame? 

Let  folk  despise  me:  they  have  never  known 

My  shame  for  Thy  sake  is  my  glorious  crown. 

O Source  of  Life,  let  my  life  tell  thy  praise, 

My  song  to  Thee  be  sung  in  all  my  days!  8 

When  promptly  thereafter  the  congregation  is  summoned  to 
praise  or  bless  the  Lord,  the  familiar  bareku  of  the  prayer 
book  seems  now  immeasurably  widened  in  its  meaning,  or 
perhaps  restored  to  its  real  meaning.  For  what  is  required 
cannot  be  the  mere  mouthing  of  pious  words,  but  the  truth 
of  a whole  life  given  in  service  to  the  Truth  that  is  God.  Given? 
Gained  is  the  better  word,  for  what  speaks  here  is  not  renun- 
ciation, nor  even  resentment  over  the  world’s  scorn  and  hate. 
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but  the  glad  surrender  of  the  failing  self  to  the  “source  of  life” 
wherefrom  every  breath  is  borrowed  and  all  our  strength 
supplied. 

The  first  of  the  benedictions  preceding  the  Shema  voices 
gratitude  for  the  gift  of  light.  It  is  probably  a very  old  practice, 
going  back  to  the  ancient  mystics  of  Palestine,  the  Essenes, 
who,  as  Josephus  records,  would  not  speak  before  daybreak 
about  profane  matters,  but  would  first  greet  the  dawn  with 
prayers  that  had  come  down  to  them  from  their  forefathers, 
“as  if  praying  for  the  sun  to  rise.”  7 Adopted  into  the  syna- 
gogue, the  morning  prayer  grew  to  include  the  glorious  words 
of  Second  Isaiah  (45:7)  about  the  One  God  “Who  formeth 
(yozer)  light  and  createth  darkness.”  The  piyyut  which  is  here 
inserted  is  called  yozer  and  usually  hymns  the  wonders  of 
creation.  But  sometimes,  as  in  the  following  example,  the  poet 
ponders  over  the  darker  might  of  God  which  the  medieval 
community  had  so  often  to  experience.  Bewildered  by  the  ways 
of  God  with  men  and  His  incomprehensible  neutrality  or  ap- 
parent assent  to  evil,  the  distressed  heart  seeks  in  the  Holy 
Writ  a clue  to  the  uncanny  power  and  purpose  of  darkness. 
Four  Scriptural  passages  on  the  theme  of  darkness  voice  the 
complaint  and  the  comfort,  and  form  the  final  line  and  rhyrae 
of  each  stanza: 

O silent  Dove,  pour  out  thy  whispered  prayer, 

Stricken  amid  the  tents  of  Meshekh; 

And  lift  thy  soul  unto  God — 

Thy  banner,  thy  chariot  and  thy  horseman — 

Who  kindleth  the  light  of  thy  sun: 

Is.  45:7  Who  formeth  light  and  createth  darkness. 

To  the  whole  He  called  with  His  word, 

And  it  arose  in  a moment,  at  His  bidding, 

To  show  unto  all  the  strength  of  His  glory 
In  the  world  which  unto  life,  not  waste,  He  had  formed, 
When  from  the  east,  unto  His  light 
Ex.  10:21  He  called  and  moved  the  darkness. 

And  the  host  of  His  heavens  heard 

The  word:  “Let  there  be  Light”;  and  learned  to  know 

That  there  is  a Rock  by  whom  are  cleft 

The  firmaments,  and  the  earth’s  foundations  laid. 

And  they  gave  thanks  to  their  Maker,  now  understanding 
Eccl.  2:13  The  excellency  of  light  over  darkness. 

So  will  He  yet  light  up  my  gloom, 

And  help  to  raise  my  fallen  estate, 

And  shed  radiance  over  mine  assembly. 
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Then  His  people  shall  yet  rejoice: 

“Behold  the  light  of  the  Rock  of  my  praise 
Mic.  7:8  Is  mine,  though  I sit  in  darkness.”  8 

One  must  read  in  Hebrew  the  assurance  of  the  ancient  seer 
broken  off  suddenly,  in  the  middle,  as  if  to  indicate  the  yet 
unfinished  processes  of  history,  to  understand  the  triumph  of 
trust  which  amidst  all  the  terrors  of  medieval  darkness  never 
despairs  of  a new  dawn:  “As  for  me,  I will  look  unto  the 
Lord;  I will  wait  for  the  God  of  my  salvation:  my  God  will 
hear  me.  Rejoice  not  against  me,  O mine  enemy:  though  I am 
fallen,  I shall  arise;  though  I sit  in  darkness,  the  Lord  is  a 
light  unto  me”  (Micah  7:7-8).  When  the  worshiper  is  returned 
to  the  prayer  book,  the  innocent  blessing  at  sunrise  of  the 
ancient  mystics  does  not  seem  innocent  at  all:  it  is  heavy  with 
the  sighs  and  salted  with  the  tears  of  yesterday  and  today. 

Toward  its  close,  the  benediction  of  light  contains  a prayer 
for  the  renewal  of  the  light  of  Zion.  On  logical  grounds,  some 
schoolmen  (notably  Saadia)  objected  to  having  the  praise  of 
creation  and  the  prayer  for  redemption  rolled  into  one.9  In 
vain:  the  homeless  people  clung  in  fervent  hope  precisely  to 
this  correlation  between  the  first  wonders  of  light  and  the  last 
wonders  of  the  new  day  of  the  Lord.  Here  the  poets  of  the 
synagogue  interpose  a composition  called  meora,  for  it  pre- 
cedes the  praise  of  the  Creator  of  the  luminaries  ( meorot ). 
Sometimes  the  grief  and  faith  of  the  captivity  are  worded  in  a 
poignant  dialogue,  as  in  the  selection  here  presented,  between 
the  “curtains  of  Solomon”  and  a pilgrim.  He  remembers  them 
in  their  former  glory,  the  pride  of  a palace,  and  barely  believes 
his  eyes  to  find  them  now,  faded  and  frayed,  in  a Bedouin  tent: 

Ye  curtains  of  Solomon,  how,  amid  the  tents  of  Kedar, 

Are  ye  changed?  Ye  have  no  form,  no  beautyl 

“The  multitudes  which  dwelt  aforetime  in  our  midst. 

Have  left  us  a desolation,  a broken  ruin,  unprotected — 

The  holy  vessels  have  gone  into  exile  and  become  profane. 

And  how  can  ye  ask  for  beauty  of  a lily  among  thorns?” 

Rejected  of  their  neighbors,  but  sought  of  their  Lord, 

He  will  call  them  each  by  name,  not  one  shall  be  missing. 

Their  beauty,  as  in  the  beginning,  He  shall  restore  in  the 
end, 

And  shall  illume  as  the  sevenfold  light  their  lamp  which  is 
darkened.10 

The  rebuff  of  the  world  is  forgotten  in  knowing  oneself  be- 
friended by  God  Who,  in  the  language  of  the  great  Unknown 
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of  the  first  captivity,  forgets  none  among  His  hosts,  calling 
each  by  his  first  name,  the  faithful  on  earth  as  His  stars  in 
heaven.  “Why  sayest  thou,  O Israel:  my  way  is  hid  from  the 
Lord,  my  right  is  passed  over  from  my  God?”  (Isaiah  40:26- 
31).  Again,  one  comes  back  to  the  accustomed  prayers  with  a 
heart  revived  through  proud  memories  and  new  hope. 

The  second  benediction  before  the  Shema  turns  from  nature 
to  history,  or  from  creation  to  revelation.  It  renders  thanks 
for  the  gift  of  the  Torah,  “the  statutes  of  life,”  which  in  His 
everlasting  love  God  chose  to  communicate  to  Israel,  and  it 
asks  for  divine  aid  properly  to  understand  the  commandments 
and  to  fulfill  them  in  love.  The  piyyut  here  ingrafted  is  called 
ahaba  (love),  and  as  its  name  and  place  implies,  has  for  its 
theme  the  love  of  God  for  Israel  and  of  Israel  for  God.  Medi- 
eval piety  spoke  its  inmost  soul  in  some  of  these  poems: 

Let  my  sweet  song  be  pleasing  unto  Thee — 

The  incense  of  my  praise — 

O my  Beloved  that  art  flown  from  me, 

Far  from  mine  errant  ways! 

But  I have  held  the  garment  of  His  love, 

Seeing  the  wonder  and  the  might  thereof. 

The  glory  of  Thy  name  is  my  full  store — 

My  portion  for  the  toil  wherein  I strove: 

Increase  the  sorrow: — I shall  love  but  morel 
Wonderful  is  Thy  love! 11 

Amid  all  degradation,  Israel  knows  herself  borne  and  sustained 
by  God’s  boundless  love:  “Enough  for  me  the  glory  of  Thy 
Name!”  Clinging  to  the  fringe  of  His  love  gives  bliss  and 
strength  enough  to  endure  all  the  taunt  and  torment  of  the 
world.  If  the  price  of  mere  knowledge  be  sorrow  (Ecclesias- 
tes 1:18),  what  would  not  one  readily  brave  for  the  love  of 
God? 

In  another  ahaba,  such  love  is  driven  to  an  even  bolder 
extreme: 

Since  Thou  has  been  the  abode  of  love, 

My  love  hath  camped  wherever  Thou  hast  camped. 

The  reproaches  of  mine  enemies  have  been  pleasant  to  me 
for  Thy  sake: 

Leave  them,  let  them  afflict  him  whom  Thou  dost  afflictl 
My  foes  learned  Thy  wrath,  and  I loved  them, 

For  they  pursued  the  victim  whom  Thou  didst  smite. 

From  the  day  that  Thou  didst  despise  me,  I despised 
myself, 
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For  I shall  not  honor  what  Thou  hast  despised. 

Until  the  indignation  be  overpast,  and  Thou  send 
redemption. 

To  this,  Thine  inheritance  that  Thou  didst  once  redeem.12 

Divorced  from  power,  unable  to  retaliate,  how  was  one  to 
remain  free  from  the  corrosions  of  hate  in  a dark  and  cruel 
age?  The  medieval  Jew  won  such  internal  freedom  in  external 
bondage  through  his  unconditional  trust  in  God:  it  was  His 
inscrutable  will  that  redemption  should  be  preceded  by  pen- 
ance in  exile.  The  evil  forces  of  the  world  do  unknowingly 
the  will  of  God.  The  Jew’s  love  for  God  enables  him  to  re- 
cognize in  the  enemy  the  instrument  of  Divine  Judgment,  “the 
rod  of  His  anger,”  and  compels  the  incredible  or  impossible: 
love  for  one’s  enemy. 

But  though  love  is  the  willing  obedience  of  all  wills  to  the 
Will  of  God,  the  poet  never  confuses  the  remediable  ills  of 
society  with  Divine  Purpose.  He  will  not  acquiesce  in  injustice, 
nor  suffer  the  unworldliness  of  the  saints  to  benefit  tyranny. 
He  knows  that  lazy  opportunism  and  religious  perfectionism 
may  alike  cripple  the  attempts  at  self-liberation. 

In  an  ahaba  which  must  have  offended  the  leadership  of  its 
day,  our  poet  warns  sternly  against  the  perils  of  political  ex- 
pediency. These  were  the  times  when  the  charities  and  welfare 
funds  of  Jewish  Spain  were  engaged  in  aiding  the  refugees 
from  the  Moslem  south  to  establish  themselves  in  the  Christian 
north.  The  kings  of  Christian  Spain  welcomed  the  influx  of 
Jewish  commerce  and  capital  for  reasons  of  statecraft  and 
strategy:  such  exodus  could  not  but  weaken  the  Moslem 
provinces  and  facilitate  their  reconquest.  Was  it  safe,  the  poet 
seems  to  ask,  to  put  confidence  in  transitory  interests  of  the 
crown,  and  disregard  the  growing  enmity  of  the  populace, 
the  lawless  independence  of  the  nobility,  the  unrelenting  op- 
position of  the  Church?  Will  not  the  Jewish  confidants  of  the 
king  see  that  they  build  the  future  of  their  people  upon  a 
smoldering  volcano?  Will  not  the  Jewish  philanthropists  rec- 
ognize the  futility  of  the  endeavors  to  solve  the  Jewish  ques- 
tion through  a policy  of  new  migration  in  the  lands  of 
dispersion? 

The  hand  of  my  rescuers  is  short, 

It  cannot  save. 

O that  my  ways  were  straight  before  God, 

Maybe  He  would  see  how  powerless 
Are  all  my  would-be-redeemers  . . . 
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Weary  am  I to  tread 
The  old  itinerary  of  woe, 

Find  anew  the  foe  cast  his  greedy  eye 
Upon  the  remnant  of  my  survivors  . . .1S 

Piety  and  political  realism  prompt  this  disagreement  with  the 
notables  of  Jewish  Spain,  and  will  ultimately  influence  the  poet 
to  leave  his  home  and  journey  to  the  Holy  Land.  But  what 
interests  us  momentarily  is  the  fact  that  the  current  issues  and 
controversies  of  the  times  often  found  their  way  and  vehicle 
in  the  piyyut. 

After  the  Shema  there  follows  in  our  prayer  book  the  as- 
surance by  the  congregation  that  the  Divine  behest  is  cherished 
in  the  present  as  it  was  in  the  past,  and  that  it  will  forever 
endure  in  the  hearts  of  Israel,  for  “there  is  no  God  beside 
( zulat ) Thee.”  Here  a poem  may  be  installed,  called  zulat 
because  of  its  location  in  this  passage  of  the  liturgy.  Often 
it  echoes  the  strife  of  the  environment  against  the  Jew,  the 
subtle  or  coarse  coercion  to  make  him  renounce  his  faith: 

They  reproach  me 

When  I seek  to  serve  Him, 

And  revile  me 

When  I give  glory  to  His  Name. 

They  seek  to  set  me  far, 

O God,  from  Thy  service: 

But  my  suffering  and  oppression 

Are  better  than  Thine  estrangement; 

My  portion  and  my  pleasure, 

The  sweet  fruit  of  Thy  law. 

Let  my  right  hand  forget — 

If  I stand  not  before  Thee; 

Let  my  tongue  cleave — 

If  I desire  aught  but  Thy  law. 

My  heart  and  mine  eyes 

Will  not  suffer  my  feet  to  slip. 

For  He,  the  Lord,  is  One, 

There  is  none  beside  Him.14 

The  concluding  benediction  of  the  Shema  strikes  the  third 
chord  of  the  Jewish  faith,  redemption,  the  previous  blessings 
being  devoted  to  creation  and  revelation,  respectively.  Here  a 
poem  may  be  embedded  named  geulla,  or  redemption.  Its 
frequent  theme  is  the  pain  and  plight  of  the  present  which 
seeks  relief  or  redress  from  the  Rock  of  Israel: 

Let  Thy  favor  flow  over  me. 

Even  as  Thy  wrath  hath  overflowed. 
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Shall  mine  failings  for  ever 
Stand  between  me  and  Thee? 

How  long  shall  I search 

For  Thee  beside  me,  and  find  Thee  not?  . . . 

My  Redeemer!  to  redeem  my  multitudes 
Rise  and  look  forth  from  Thine  abiding  place.15 

There  are  yet  other  poetic  additions  to  the  morning  prayer, 
but  the  above  are  in  the  main  the  typical.  Perhaps  mention 
should  be  made  also  of  the  of  an  (wheel),  a poem  deriving  its 
name  from  the  passage  in  the  prayer  book  that  describes  the 
heavenly  host,  winged  and  wheeled  (as  in  the  visions  of  Isaiah 
and  Ezekiel),  chanting  the  praises  of  God  on  high,  as  Israel 
does  on  earth.  Here  the  poet  has  occasion  to  delve  into  the 
labyrinth  of  heaven  or  the  music  of  the  spheres,  or  the  mys- 
teries of  the  Divine  Name,  or  the  very  secret  of  prayer.  Some- 
times stress  is  laid  on  the  daily  experience  of  God’s  ubiquity, 
which  is  more  wondrous  than  even  the  celestial  chariot: 

O Lord,  where  shall  I find  Thee? 

Hid  is  Thy  lofty  place; 

And  where  shall  I not  find  Thee, 

Whose  glory  fills  all  space?  10 

The  paradoxes  of  God  are  then  itemized:  All-hidden,  He  is 
revealed  everywhere;  transcendent,  and  enclosed  in  the  breast 
of  lowly  man;  a God  afar  off,  and  yet  near  at  hand  (Jeremiah 
23:23);  exalted  above  all  praise.  He  inhabits  the  praises  of 
Israel  (Psalms  22:4) : 

Oh,  how  shall  mortals  praise  Thee 
When  angels  strive  in  vain — 

Or  build  for  Thee  a dwelling, 

Whom  worlds  cannot  contain? 

Yet  when  they  bow  in  worship 
Before  Thy  throne,  most  high, 

Closer  than  flesh  or  spirit 
They  feel  Thy  Presence  nigh.10 

Such  is  the  miracle  of  prayer  that  we  forget  to  think  of  the 
very  presumption  of  all  prayer.  For  in  the  inwardness  of  the 
act,  the  offering  of  man  and  the  gift  of  God  are  indistinguish- 
able. With  the  Psalmist,  one  experiences  “my  prayer”  to  be 
“His  mercy”  (Psalms  66:20).  He  already  answered  us,  when 
He  prompted  our  heart  to  pray.  Hence  the  sense  of  surprise  and 
gratitude  voiced  by  the  medieval  poet  when  he  finds  that  God 
is  invariably  ahead  of  His  children  in  the  game  of  hide  and 
seek: 
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I have  sought  Thy  nearness, 

With  all  my  heart  have  I called  Thee, 

And  going  out  to  meet  Thee 
I found  Thee  coming  toward  me.17 

It  is  by  such  disclosure  of  fresh  exploration  and  adven- 
turing away  from  the  beaten  track  that  the  poets  of  the  Middle 
Ages  kept  the  windows  in  the  house  of  prayer  open  to  the 
breezes  of  the  green  outdoors.  Spontaneous  piety  continually 
interrupts  the  order  of  established  service  and  quickens  it 
with  a breath  of  fragrant  life.  New  expression  adds  relevance 
to  the  legacy  of  ages,  and  the  timeless  is  enhanced  by  the 
timely. 

The  poetic  embellishments  of  the  standard  prayers  were, 
of  course,  not  restricted  to  the  morning  service,  or  to  the  bene- 
dictions of  the  Shema.  The  Amidah,  or  the  prayer  proper  of 
the  synagogue,  is  copiously  adorned  by  the  poets,  especially 
on  distinguished  Sabbaths  and  holidays.  Every  event  of  the 
Jewish  liturgical  calendar  is  enriched  by  poetic  compositions 
which  vary  in  form  and  structure  and  show  steady  growth  and 
intricate  development  through  the  centuries.  In  the  course  of 
time  the  piyyut  penetrated  into  every  part  of  the  religious  life 
and  every  portion  of  the  service.  Nor  was  it  confined  to  public 
worship  in  the  synagogue.18  It  entered  the  Jewish  home, 
cheered  the  family  at  meals,  welcoming  the  Sabbath  and  bid- 
ding it  farewell,  partaking  in  the  jollities  as  well  as  in  the 
trials  of  the  house  from  birth  to  death. 


iv 

At  least  35,000  poems  by  2,836  poets  are  listed  by  Israel 
Davidson  in  his  Thesaurus  of  Medieval  Hebrew  Poetry,1  an 
indispensable  reference  book  for  all  study  of  the  subject.  New 
discoveries  have  added  to  our  knowledge  of  medieval  letters, 
however  a vast  amount  of  medieval  creation  still  lies  buried 
in  unpublished  manuscripts. 

The  discovery  of  the  Genizah  in  Cairo  2 brought  to  light  the 
forgotten  remains  of  the  ancient  payyetanim,  or  poets,  of 
Palestine.  Their  activity  spans  the  centuries  between  the  com- 
pilation of  the  Palestinian  Talmud,  toward  the  end  of  the 
fourth  century,  and  the  havoc  wrought  to  Jewish  Palestine  by 
the  Crusades.  We  have  now  the  evidence  of  literary  endeavor 
in  the  Holy  Land  and  its  environs  that  extends  for  more  than 
twenty  generations.  Slowly  there  emerges  the  outline  of  rec- 
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ognizable  growth  from  the  artless  prayers  of  the  earlier  tal- 
mudic  age  to  the  more  stately  and  studied  diction  of  the  first 
poet  known  to  us  by  name,  Yose  ben  Yose  ( c . 400  c.e.?), 
down  to  the  more  intricate  and  involved  patterns  of  speech 
and  poetry  characteristic  of  the  Palestinian  school  of  payyeta- 
nim  and  their  imitators  in  other  lands.  The  most  important 
single  find  in  that  period  of  literature  is  the  recovery  of  the 
lost  poetic  work  of  Yannai  (c.  550  c.e.),  the  first  poet  con- 
sistently to  employ  rhyme  in  Hebrew.  It  is  he,  also,  who  loaded 
his  verses  with  the  lore  of  the  Midrash,  so  that  his  Kerobah, 
or  poetic  elaboration  of  the  Amidah,  is  in  fact  a rhymed 
homily  on  the  portion  of  the  Writ  read  that  week  in  the 
synagogue.3  His  disciple  is  said  to  be  Eleazar  ben  Killir,  the 
most  fertile  and  influential  among  the  early  payyetanim.  There 
is  no  season  of  the  sacred  year  which  he  did  not  supply  with 
prolific  compositions  some  of  which  are  still  recited  on  the 
major  holidays.  For  long  generations,  late  into  the  Middle 
Ages,  he  remained  the  model  and  legislator  of  synagogal 
poetry.  He  is  remembered  especially  for  his  bold  or  bizarre 
word  formations  some  of  which  were  criticized  by  medieval 
or  modern  biblical  purists.  However,  we  know  now  that  his 
was  not  wholly  a private  idiom,  and  that  many  of  his  forms 
and  locutions  occur  in  other,  both  earlier  and  later,  poets  of 
the  Palestinian  school,  or  even  in  the  nonpoetic  remains  of 
Palestinian  literature.  All  of  this  tends  to  prove  that  the  Pales- 
tinian piyyut  is  also  valuable  as  a surviving  witness  of  the 
postbiblical  Hebrew  vernacular.4 

There  are  extant  fragments  of  literary  production  by  a score 
of  poets  living  in  the  Holy  Land  or  its  vicinity,  all  of  them 
new  surprises  of  the  Genizah,  e.g.,  Joseph  ben  Nisan  of 
Shaveh-Kiriathaim  or  Nawe  in  Trans-Jordan,  or  Pinehas  ben 
Jacob  of  Kefar,  a suburb  of  Tiberias  (c.  800  c.e.),  or  Samuel 
ben  Hoshana  whom  we  encounter  in  Egypt  in  1011,  or  Solo- 
mon ben  Amr  al-Singari,  named  so  probably  from  his  native 
town  in  Kurdistan,  a fecund  versifier  who  wrote  Yozerot  and 
Kerobot  for  all  the  sabbaths  and  festivals,  his  compositions 
mirroring  the  mind  and  mood  of  Near  Eastern  Jewry  on  the 
eve  of  the  Crusades.5 

Saadia  Gaon  (882-942),  reared  in  Egypt  and  head  of  the 
academy  in  Sura,  old  seat  of  Babylonian  learning,  is  a versatile 
writer  who  used  Hebrew  verse  for  a variety  of  purposes.  We 
have  from  his  pen  polemical  6 and  didactic,7  liturgic  8 or  even 
philosophic  9 compositions,  some  facile  and  fluent,  others  dark 
and  difficult.  An  adept  student  of  the  Palestinian  piyyut,  he 
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outdid  all  payyetanim  by  his  audacious  innovations  and  play- 
ful artificialities  of  language.  The  poems  of  his  elder  con- 
temporary, the  blind  and  saintly  Nissi  Nahrawani 10  win  by 
their  simplicity  and  sincerity.  The  poets  of  the  house  of  al- 
Baradani  for  two  or  three  generations  serve  as  chief  hazzanim 
in  Bagdad  and  as  supervisors  of  all  the  hazzanim  in  Iraq:  it  is 
through  them  that  the  Palestinian  piyyut  as  well  as  their  own 
creations  spread  in  the  East,  or  even  to  northern  Africa.  We 
can  trace  such  channels  of  transmission  thanks  to  a letter  in 
the  Genizah  written  in  1106  to  Kairuan  by  the  Gaon  Hai 
(d.  1038)  who  is  also  a poet  of  considerable  stature.  Some  of 
his  selihot  voice  stirringly  the  sense  of  homelessness,  and 
hence  the  helplessness  of  the  medieval  Jew.11 

Recent  yields  of  scholarship  permit  us  to  trace  poetic  de- 
velopment in  both  Egypt  and  Babylonia  down  to  the  thirteenth 
century.  In  the  first  half  of  that  century,  Eleazar  Hababli,12 
poet  of  wealthy  patrons  in  Bagdad,  records  the  conditions  of 
the  closing  period  of  the  Abbassid  caliphate,  while  in  the 
second  half  of  the  century,  Joseph  ben  Tanhum  Yerushalmi,13 
house  poet  of  the  Nagid  in  Cairo,  sheds  light  on  Jewish  ways 
and  worthies  in  Egypt  under  the  Mamelukes. 

From  Palestine  piyyut  spread  not  only  to  the  east  and  south, 
but  also  to  the  west  and  north,  to  Byzantium,  Italy,  and  the 
German  lands.  Southern  Italy  is  the  first  center  of  Hebrew 
culture  in  Europe  and  several  of  its  poets,  such  as  Shefatiah 
(d.  886)  and  his  son  Amittai,  contributed  fine  lyrics  to  our 
prayer  book,  some  recited  in  the  most  solemn  part  of  the 
service  on  the  Day  of  Atonement.14  The  ritual  for  the  same 
day  preserves  a keroba  by  the  son  of  Kalonymos  of  Lucca, 
Meshullam.  He  died  in  Mayence  in  the  beginning  of  the 
eleventh  century.  Both  the  style  and  the  structure  betoken 
the  influence  of  the  Palestinian  piyyut,  like  most  creations 
of  the  payyetanim  in  Frankish  and  German  territories,  from 
Simon  bar  Isaac  bar  Abun  in  Mayence  in  the  tenth  century, 
and  his  younger  contemporary  Gershom  the  Light  of  the  Exile 
(d.  1028),  to  Rabbenu  Tam  of  Rameru  (d.  1171)  and  Eph- 
raim of  Regensburg  (d.  1175),  foremost  payyetan  of  medieval 
Germany,  the  last  two  showing  acquaintance  with  elements 
of  meter  as  developed  in  Spain.15 

The  first  to  adapt  the  Arabian  quantitive  or  metrical  scan- 
sion to  Hebrew  verse  was  Dunash  ben  Labrat,16  a disciple  of 
Saadia,  active  in  Cordova  in  the  middle  of  the  tenth  century. 
The  first  great  poet  of  Hebrew  Spain  is  Samuel  Ha-Nagid 
(993-1056),  the  vizier  of  the  Berber  kings  of  Granada, 
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equally  distinguished  as  statesman,  grammarian,  and  talmudic 
scholar.  He  is  the  outstanding  representative  if  not  the  founder 
of  the  knightly  and  courtly  taste  and  tradition  in  Hebrew 
secular  poesy.  For  nearly  two  decades  he  used  to  accompany 
the  armies  of  his  state  on  their  yearly  campaigns  and  to  write 
in  his  bivouac  poetic  reports  to  his  family,  describing  in 
detail  his  military  exploits  or  political  feuds,  the  intrigues 
at  the  court  or  the  designs  of  the  rival  city-states  of  Andalusia, 
appending  prayers  before  battle  or  songs  of  victory  which 
breathe  a robust,  almost  antique  faith.  In  decisive  crises  on 
the  battlefield,  or  dire  danger  to  his  very  life,  he  never  despairs, 
firmly  convinced  that  even  on  the  brink  of  disaster  a vow 
or  prayer,  and  the  intercession  of  his  ancestors  in  the  cave 
of  Machpelah,  will  summon  help  from  heaven,  and  the  stars 
in  their  courses  will  fight  against  the  enemy  as  in  the  days 
of  Sisera.  Intermingled  with  such  martial  verse  are  solicitous 
inquiries  about  the  health  of  his  sons  or  the  progress  of  their 
education,  exhortation  and  counsel  how  to  win  favor  in 
heaven  and  friends  on  earth,  and  what  or  how  best  to  study, 
and  moving  lyrical  outbursts  of  love  and  longing  for  Zion, 
where  he  would  rather  be  a humble  Levite  in  the  courts  of 
God  than  retain  rank  and  rule  among  the  great  on  earth. 
In  short,  his  diwan,  or  collected  poetry,  is  a diary  in  verse 
of  a scholar-father  turned  warrior-statesman,  a rare  and 
revealing  human  document  which  bares  the  private  cares  and 
the  public  career  of  an  altogether  remarkable  man  of  affairs 
and  man  of  letters  in  eleventh-century  Spain.17 

His  younger  contemporary  is  Solomon  ibn  Gabirol  (b. 
1021),  who  died  early  in  his  thirties  and  yet  won  immortal 
fame  as  one  of  the  foremost  thinkers  and  poets  of  the  Middle 
Ages.  Known  as  Avicebron  to  the  scholastics,  his  Fons  Vitae 
is  a landmark  in  medieval  philosophy,  and  he  is  equally 
distinguished  as  one  of  the  most  gifted  poets  in  the  Hebrew 
language.  The  conflict  of  the  genius  with  his  environment,  his 
being  forever  nettled  and  lacerated  by  “the  thorns  and  thistles  of 
the  earth,”  18  the  mass  of  the  uncreative  who  set  themselves  up 
as  “the  norm”  and  dismiss  as  “abnormal”  the  endeavor  or  the 
behavior  of  the  creative  individuality,  this  perpetual  martyr- 
dom of  the  spirit  is  unforgettably  uttered  in  his  sorrowful 
lyrics,  or  impassioned  invective,  or  his  landscape  pictures  of 
night  and  storm,  the  comrades  and  symbols  of  his  somber  and 
restless  soul.  Conscious  of  his  gifts,  proud  of  his  calling,  as- 
cetically  devoted  to  the  search  of  truth,  he  was  constitutionally 
unable  to  serve  men  or  stoop  before  the  mighty  “like  the 
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priest  of  Edom  before  his  icons.”  19  Hence  the  inevitable  mis- 
understandings and  untoward  setbacks  of  his  life  which  must 
have  sowed  the  seeds  of  his  early  disease  and  death.  Pure  and 
chaste  are  his  sacred  songs,  the  finest  fruit  of  medieval  de- 
votion. Discontent  and  discord  die  away,  and  rid  of  resentment 
and  resistance,  “humble  of  spirit,  lowly  of  knee  and  stature,”  20 
he  bows  before  the  throne  of  glory,  “like  the  beggar  who 
cries  at  the  door  for  grace.”  21  But  when  he  rises  from  prayer, 
the  knowledge  of  being  loved  by  God  gives  him  such  peace 
and  power  that  nothing  can  bow  him  down.  Restored  to  His 
favor,  the  lowly  self  knows  itself  restored  to  lordliness,  capable 
again  to  recollect  and  redeem  the  innate  kingliness  of  the 
soul  and  her  kinship  with  God: 

Thy  life  to  God’s  life  is  akin, 

Concealed  like  His  beneath  a veil. 

Since  He  is  free  of  flaw  or  sin, 

Like  purity  thou  too  canst  win, 

To  reach  perfection  wherefore  fail?  23 

His  religious  verse,  notably  The  Royal  Crown,  a lofty  poem 
charting  the  solar  system  of  medieval  science,  entered  the  rites 
of  many  Jewries,  bringing  to  humble  houses  of  worship  in 
distant  lands  glimpses  of  vision  and  insights  of  contemplation 
which  immeasurably  enhanced  the  sense  of  wonder  at  the 
mystery  and  vastness  of  the  universe,  and  in  the  same  breath 
increased  the  spirit  of  magnanimity  for  all  that  share  the  sight 
of  the  stars  and  the  warmth  of  the  sun: 

Thou  art  God,  and  all  creatures  are  Thy  witnesses  and  Thy 
worshipers. 

Yet  is  not  Thy  glory  diminished  by  reason  of  those  that 
adore  aught  beside  Thee, 

For  the  intention  of  them  all  is  to  reach  Thee  . . .23 

The  sun-kissed  summit  of  Hebrew  poetry  is  Judah  Ha-Levi 
(d.  after  1140),  the  heart  and  harp  of  medieval  Judaism. 
His  is  the  most  beloved  name  among  his  people  who  feel  that 
he  voiced  and  embodied  the  best  in  Israel.  Wittily  but  rever- 
ently, they  apply  to  him  the  Scripture  (Deuteronomy  12:19): 
“Take  heed  to  thyself  that  thou  forsake  not  Ha-Levi  (the  Lev- 
ite),”  and  heartily  endorse  the  homage  of  his  contemporary,24 
kol  Jaakob  mityahadim,  “the  entire  household  of  Jacob  keeps 
faith  with  Judah."  Because  he  is  an  authentic  mouthpiece  of 
his  people  and  representative  of  the  genius  of  its  faith  and 
art,  all  the  selections  from  medieval  verse  in  the  foregoing 
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chapters  were  drawn  from  his  poetry,  and  yet  they  give  no 
adequate  notion  of  his  grandeur.  Every  translator  of  his  ad- 
vises in  the  end:  “Dear  reader,  study  Hebrew,  and  throw  my 
version  in  the  fire!” 25  For  no  rendering  can  recapture  the 
music  and  magic  of  his  Hebrew,  abounding  in  perfect  miracles 
of  sense  and  sound. 

He  started  as  a prodigy  in  the  literary  salons  of  Andalusia. 
A lively  lad  and  singer  born,  he  showed  uncanny  skill  in 
adapting  Hebrew  words  to  the  strains  and  stanzas  of  the 
Arabian  love  ballads  then  in  vogue.  He  could  match  with 
amazing  ease  the  lightsome  lilt  or  the  licentious  lines  of  any 
of  the  song  hits  of  the  day,  as  a comparison  with  the  muwassah 
by  the  popular  poet  of  Seville,  al-Abyad,  will  show: 


barrid  gain 
sabb  al-‘alil 
la  yastahfl 
fihi  ‘an  ‘ahdi 


rakfk  belli 
nofeth  kelO 
yofl  we-lyl- 

-’oth  sefath  maddi 


wa  la  yazal 
fi  kulli  hal 
yargu  ’1-wisal 

wa-hwa  fl  ’s-saddi  20 


hatter  we-gal 
shad  kam  ke-gal 
ki-shde  shegal 

hen  we-  ‘as  daddi  27 


Such  amatory  verses  unexpectedly  turn  panegyrical,  including 
a toast  or  tribute  to  the  patron  or  benefactor  whose  name  and 
fame  they  spread  abroad  on  the  wings  of  a favorite  tune. 
The  praise  or  dispraise  of  song  writers  could  thus  make  or 
mar  the  reputation  of  their  friends  or  clients.  No  wonder  that 
our  poet  soon  became  the  darling  of  polite  society  and  the 
despair  of  his  fellow  minstrels,  as  he  facilely  mingled  frolic 
with  flattery  to  his  hosts  or  backers,  and  gaily  caroled  the 
delights  of  the  body  and  the  merriments  of  youth  with  a se- 
ductiveness in  the  holy  language  which  perhaps  a few  regretted, 
and  all  the  others  relished.  “Why  not  fill  my  kad  (the  Hebrew 
for  a jug  of  wine),  while  my  years  are  not  full  kad  (i.e., 
twenty-four) !” 28  With  such  inborn  gift  of  mirth  and  wit 
and  pun,  one  wonders  what  would  have  become  of  him  in 
another  environment  or  tradition.  The  poet  himself  later  rued 
his  celebrity  as  the  acknowledged  master  of  the  exquisite  trifle. 
But  that  was  the  mood  of  the  changed  and  harsh  realities  of 
the  Spanish  scene,  when  the  reconquista  and  the  counter- 
attacks of  Islam  plunged  the  Peninsula  into  turmoil  and  strife. 

They  fight  in  their  frays. 

And  we  fall  in  defeat, 

As  is  the  custom  in  Israel.29 
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The  poet  found  a theme  for  his  tongue,  touched  with  the  live 
coals  of  the  ancient  altar.  At  first,  the  poems  that  welled  out 
of  his  new  heart  were  dark  and  penitential,  unsparing  in  re- 
morse and  reproof,  austere  and  ascetic.  His  friends  shook 
their  heads,  or  began  inquiring  about  his  health.  A few 
scholars  nodded  assent.  The  spokesmen  for  religion  were 
delighted.  Only  the  poet  felt  more  and  more  ashamed,  pre- 
cisely for  being  a religious  poet.  Was  not  that  the  burden  of 
his  message  that  since  men  cannot  save,  the  Will  of  God  must 
be  done?  Done,  not  sung.  So  he  decides  to  put  lived  life 
behind  his  written  lines.  He  turns  his  back  on  the  Jewish 
court  society,  its  Arabian  meters  and  melodies,  its  culture 
of  the  senses  and  its  Grecian  wisdom,  its  trust  in  princes  and 
its  worship  of  men,  and  in  obedient  servantship  of  his  Lord, 
seeks  a threefold  return  to  the  holy  language,  the  holy  law 
and — hardest  of  all — the  Holy  Land.  Such  resolve  is  not  easy, 
and  the  poet  does  not  conceal  his  lapses,  love  of  life,  irreso- 
lution. But  when  he  braved  all  and  risked  all  in  utter  surrender 
to  his  God,  he  came  to  his  own  at  last.  The  wintry  mind  of  the 
aging  poet  experienced  a belated  Indian  summer  of  poetic 
exultation.  Never  before  had  all  the  wells  of  inspiration  burst 
in  such  jubilant  and  masterly  song  as  on  the  eve  of  his  de- 
parture from  Spain,  or  his  voyage  on  the  sea,  or  in  Egypt 
where  he  falters  and  nerves  himself  anew  to  go  whence  there 
is  no  return.  In  these  last  years  of  his  life,  he  left  some  of 
the  finest  bits  of  poetry  written  by  the  hand  of  men.30 

The  days  of  Judah  Ha-Levi  are  the  golden  age  of  Spanish 
literature.  We  know  about  fifty  names  of  contemporary  He- 
brew poets  in  Spain,31  among  them  writers  of  renown  such 
as  Moses  and  Abraham  ibn  Ezra.32  No  Hebrew  poet  in  subse- 
quent generations  was  able  to  recapture  the  glories  of  this 
classical  epoch.  Some  excellent  verse  is  still  written,  and 
some  new  patterns  of  literature  are  adopted  from  the  Arabic, 
e.g.,  the  maqamah  (“assembly,”  often  rendered  as  “mis- 
cellany”), a picaresque  genre  in  rhymed  prose  intersected  by 
verse,  a rather  curious  blend  of  mime  and  satire,  tract  and 
tale,  farce  and  homily.  Its  best  known  examples  in  Spain  are 
The  Book  of  Delight  by  Joseph  Zabara  (written  c.  1 190) 
and  the  Tahkemoni  by  Judah  al-Harizi  (d.  before  1235). 33 

Of  the  poets  of  the  thirteenth  century  Meshullam  de  Piera 
deserves  to  be  singled  out  for  his  originality  and  integrity. 
Rooted  in  the  mystic  faith  of  the  circle  of  Gerona,  center  of 
Spanish  cabbalism,  he  writes  with  mordant  scorn  of  the 
pedantries  and  platitudes  of  both  grammarians  and  philoso- 
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phers  to  whom  Writ  and  Prophecy  were  but  a playground 
for  linguistic  or  allegorical  exercises.  A proud  and  independent 
spirit,  unbribable  alike  in  his  blame  and  praise,  he  walked 
his  own  ways  with  men  or  even  with  the  Hebrew  language. 
He  sets  it  free  from  the  pinfold  of  the  biblical  vocabulary, 
resolutely  employing  all  its  resources  from  Midrash  and  Tal- 
mud or  even  medieval  science.34  His  most  admired  friend  and 
compatriot  was  the  illustrious  Moses  ben  Nahman  (1194-c. 
1270),  one  of  the  master  minds  of  medieval  halaka.  In  his 
poems  one  finds  the  first  intimations  of  mystic  ideas  in  Spanish 
Hebrew  sacred  poetry,  and  his  hymn  on  the  descent  of  the 
soul,  its  sojourn  as  a stranger  on  earth,  and  its  homeward 
journey  to  God,  entered  the  liturgy  of  the  New  Year.35  The 
diwan  of  Todros  (son  of  Jehudah)  Abulafia  (d.  after  1300) 
is  a kind  of  poetic  diary,  containing  the  memoirs  and  frag- 
ments of  autobiography  in  verse  by  a courtier  in  thirteenth- 
century  Castile.  It  mirrors  the  light  and  gay  mores  of  the 
upper  stratum  of  Jewish  society,  and  the  inroads  of  Averroistic 
enlightenment  which  the  mystic  revival  and  the  classic  books 
of  the  Spanish  cabbala  sought  to  counteract.38  Little  is  known 
about  the  poet  Nahum,  whose  meorot  and  geullot  have  the 
fragrance  and  radiance  of  dew.  Ecstatic  faith  blends  with  a 
delicate  feeling  for  nature:  a blossoming  twig  in  the  garden 
stirs  the  hope  for  the  branch  out  of  the  stem  of  Jesse,  and 
the  sunrise,  or  the  spring,  whispers  in  the  ear  prospects  of 
freedom  and  deliverance.37 

The  political  decline  and  spiritual  breakdown  of  the  Jewish 
society  in  its  last  century  in  Spain,  the  tragic  chapter  of 
Marranism  and  defection  since  the  pogroms  of  1391  and  the 
disputation  at  Tortosa  in  1414,  are  reflected  in  the  verses  of 
Solomon  de  Piera  (c.  1340-1420),  mentor  and  minstrel  of 
the  Jewish  aristocrats  and  apostates  in  Saragossa.38  Proud 
of  his  historic  faith,  though  contemptuous  of  its  plebeian  new 
leaders,  is  Solomon  Bonafed  (d.  c.  1450),  humanist,  polemist, 
satirist  who  pleaded  with  the  renegades,  heartened  the  vacil- 
lating, rebutted  the  assailants,  and  generally  voiced  the  con- 
viction, the  consternation,  and  the  confidence  of  the  faithful 
remnant  resolved  to  persevere  in  the  path  of  their  ancestors.39 

Provence,  a bridge  and  intermediary  between  the  Arabic 
culture  in  Spain  and  the  lands  of  Christian  Europe,40  saw 
flowering  of  Hebrew  poetry  in  the  thirteenth  century.  Prec- 
iosity and  artificial  fanciness  seem  to  be  characteristic  of 
this  school  of  poets  who  delight  in  toying  with  language, 
in  ingenious  grammar  games  and  all  manner  of  whimsicality 
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to  parade  their  prowess  in  Hebrew.  Abraham  Bedershi  (i.e., 
of  Beziers)  wrote  a piece  for  the  Day  of  Atonement  in  which 
only  the  first  half  of  the  letters  of  the  Hebrew  alphabet  is 
used,  while  another  of  his  devotional  poems  consists  of  a 
thousand  words  each  beginning  with  the  same  letter.41  Similar 
feats  of  virtuosity  are  exhibited  in  the  poetic  efforts  of  his 
son  Yedaiah  Penini  (c.  1270-1340)  who  is  best  known  for 
his  Behinat  Olam  (Scrutiny  of  the  World),  one  of  the  most 
popular  and  frequently  reprinted  moral  tracts  of  the  Middle 
Ages.42  A genuine  poet  who  versed,  vagabonded  and  vilified 
like  a true  Provencal  troubadour  is  Isaac  Gorni  (i.e.,  of  Aire) : 
impecunious  and  impudent,  he  never  came  to  good,  either  in 
his  own  time  or  in  the  memory  of  posterity.43 

A kindred  spirit  is  Immanuel  of  Rome  (c.  1270-1330), 
the  greatest  poet  of  medieval  Italy.44  A delightful  rogue  with 
an  uproarious  sense  of  humor  and  irrepressible  relish  for 
mischief,  he  can  make  the  holy  language  utter  the  naughtiest 
improprieties,  for  which  he  was  placed  on  the  list  of  prohibited 
authors.45  Of  course,  he  keeps  assuring  the  reader,  as  have  all 
poets  since  Ovid  (crede  mihi  lasciva  est  nobis  pagina,  vita 
proba  est ) that  lascivious  is  only  his  lay,  not  life,  and  that 
far  from  being  dissolute,  he  is  devout.  But  there  is  something 
to  his  protestations.  Flippant  and  frivolous,  he  has  his  graver 
moods,  and  there  runs  through  his  poetry  a serious  strain 
of  religion  and  asceticism,  nourished  from  native  founts  of 
Jewish  piety  and  reinforced  by  kindred  currents  in  contem- 
porary Christendom.46  Immanuel  introduced  into  Hebrew 
the  form  of  the  sonnet  which  had  just  been  transferred  into 
Italian  from  Provencal;  otherwise  his  diction  discloses  the 
impact  of  the  Hispano-Arabic  patterns  of  song  and  scansion. 
His  vision  of  hell  and  heaven,  the  last  of  his  maqamat,  or 
miscellanies,  is  the  first  attempt  at  an  imitation  of  Dante  in 
Hebrew  letters.  It  was  followed,  almost  a century  later,  by 
the  more  ambitious  effort  of  Moses  da  Rieti  ( 1388 — d.  after 
1460),  rabbi,  physician,  and  philosopher  who  in  his  Little 
Shrine  47  achieved  hardly  more  than  a versified  survey  of  the 
Jewish  Sages  and  the  principal  philosophers  of  the  past.  But 
his  use  of  the  terza  rima  was  deft  and  in  his  decasyllabic  lines 
(with  the  shewa  mobile  counted  as  a vowel)  he  follows  the 
Italian  syllabic-tonic  (rather  than  the  Arabian  quantitive) 
meter.48  No  wonder  that  the  Italian  Jewish  communities  were 
so  proud  of  this  Hebrew  disciple  of  Dante  that  they  adopted 
one  of  his  cantos  into  the  ritual,  dividing  it  into  seven  parts, 
one  for  each  day  of  the  week. 
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Exiles  from  Spain  enrich  Hebrew  writing  in  Italy.  Judah 
Abrabanel,  known  also  as  Leone  Ebreo,  the  celebrated  author 
of  the  Dialoghi  di  Amore,  excelled  in  Hebrew  verse  as  well. 
In  a moving  elegy,  written  in  Naples  in  1503,  he  depicts  the 
vicissitudes  of  his  life  and  his  sorrow  of  separation  from  his 
firstborn  son  who  was  snatched  away  from  his  parents  in 
Portugal  and  forcibly  baptized:  paternal  affection  and  fidelity 
to  his  faith  are  voiced  with  fiery  passion  of  feeling  and  almost 
frosty  perfection  of  form.49  The  most  engaging  poet  of  the 
Italian  Renaissance  is  Joseph  Sarphati  (d.  1527),  known  in 
his  professional  life  as  Giuseppe  Gallo,  a physician  and  son 
of  an  eminent  physician  to  Pope  Julius  II  and  the  Medici.  He 
wrote  satirical,  humorous  and  erotic  verse  full  of  salt  and 
sparkle,  small  pieces  as  a rule,  since  he  took  delight  and  pride 
in  brevity.  He  seems  to  have  been  the  first  to  introduce  into 
Hebrew  poetry  the  ottava  rima,  as  he  was  the  first  to  translate 
a play  into  Hebrew,  the  famous  Spanish  tragicomedy  La 
Celestina,  of  which  only  his  own  introductory  poem  survived.60 
The  earliest  original  attempt  at  Hebrew  drama  seems  to  be 
the  comedy  by  Judah  Sommo  (1527-1592),  playwright  and 
producer  at  the  court  of  Mantua  who  wrote  in  Italian  a 
dozen  or  so  theatrical  pieces,  and  a pioneering  treatise  on 
stagecraft.  He  also  engaged  in  the  favorite  fashion  of  the 
times  of  interchanging  poems  in  commendation  or  condem- 
nation of  the  female  sex,  of  course  gallantly  chiming  a paean 
of  praise  to  the  noble  lady  of  his  heart  in  his  Magen  Nashim 
(Shield  or  Defense  of  Women).51 

One  will  look  in  vain  for  such  uses  or  examples  of  Hebrew 
poetry  in  the  northern  lands  of  Europe.  Massacres  by  the 
Crusaders,52  persecutions  and  expulsions  (from  England  in 
1290,  from  France  in  1306,  1322,  and  1394,  from  Austria 
in  1421,  from  Bavaria  in  1452),  successive  waves  of  pogroms 
in  which  during  the  frightful  year  of  the  “Black  Death  alone, 
in  1348—1349,  some  three  hundred  Jewish  communities  were 
drowned  in  blood  and  fire,  left  their  traces  in  the  poetry  of 
the  synagogue,  in  selihot,  or  penitential  verse,  and  kinot,  or 
dirges.  The  sacrifice  of  Isaac,  the  akeda,  or  the  story  of  the 
ten  martyrs  of  antiquity,53  a prefiguration  of  Israels  passion 
and  pilgrimage  of  pain  through  the  centuries,  is  the  recurrent 
theme  of  the  poets  in  these  lands  who  mingle  recent  with 
ancient  grief,  and  draw  new  hope  from  the  timeless  tale.  Poets 
they  are  sometimes  not  by  choice  or  inclination,  but  perforce, 
under  the  lash  of  brute  facts  or  fate.  Often  it  is  the  scholar  in 
Rabbinic  law  who  feels  the  duty  to  appeal  to  heaven  and  to 
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report  to  posterity  the  plight  of  his  people  or  the  cruelties  of 
hatred  and  superstition  in  his  day.  Accusations  of  ritual  mur- 
der (such  as  wiped  out  the  community  of  Blois  in  1171,  and 
found  expression  by  several  poets,  among  them  Rabbi  Eph- 
raim of  Bonn 54  and  Rabbi  Barukh  of  Mayence55),  the 
burning  of  the  Talmud  (e.g.,  in  Paris  in  1244,  bewailed  by 
Rabbi  Meir  of  Rothenburg  56) , the  charges  of  poisoning  the 
wells  or  of  desecrating  the  Host  by  which  mobs  were  incited 
to  slaughter  the  Jews  (e.g.,  on  the  Easter  Sunday  of  1389  in 
Prague,  mourned  by  Rabbi  Abigdor  Kara57),  such  are  the 
topics  and  pursuits  of  poetry  in  these  dark  centuries  and 
countries. 

Poland,  where  the  persecuted  found  shelter,  became  in  the 
sixteenth  century  a stronghold  of  talmudic  studies  so  that  its 
payyetanim  are  as  a rule  its  leading  rabbinic  authorities  as, 
for  instance,  Solomon  Luria  (d.  157  3). 58  In  the  next  century, 
the  bloody  Cossack  revolts  in  1648  in  which  several  hundred 
communities  were  wiped  out,  shook  East  European  Jewry 
to  its  depth,  taking  such  heavy  toll  in  lives  that  altogether 
the  Jewish  population  in  the  world  sank  to  its  smallest  number 
in  history.59  Again  it  was  the  foremost  talmudists  in  their 
time  who  believed  they  were  called  upon  to  be  the  tongue 
and  the  graving  tool  which  would  keep  alive  in  the  memory 
of  the  after  ages  the  anguished  shrieks  of  the  murdered  multi- 
tudes and  the  atrocious  details  of  the  carnage:  hence  the 
lamentations  or  chronicles  by  rabbinic  scholars  such  as  Rabbi 
Yomtob  Lipman  Heller  (d.  1654)  and  Sabbetai  Cohen  (d. 
1663)  .60 

The  shores  of  the  Mediterranean,  in  both  Africa  and  the 
Balkans,  as  well  as  in  other  Jewish  centers  of  the  Ottoman 
Empire,  witnessed  a revival  of  Hebrew  poetry  in  the  sixteenth 
century  as  a result  of  the  influx  of  Spanish  refugees.  Much  of 
the  classical  heritage  of  the  Middle  Ages  was  preserved,  and 
some  good  new  poetry  written  in  the  literary  circles  that  sprang 
up  in  Constantinople  (e.g.,  the  poet  Solomon  ben  Mazaltob) , in 
Salonica  (Saadia  Longo,  and  especially  the  splendid  poet 
David  Onkeneyra),  on  the  islands  of  the  Aegean  (Judah  Zarko 
at  Rhodes),  in  Oran,  Tlemcen,  and  Algiers  (Abraham  and 
Isaac  Mandil  Abi  Zimra  and  Abraham  Gavison).61  But  jt 
was  particularly  Safed  in  Galilee,  a city  of  legists  and  mystics,62 
which  decisively  determined  the  spiritual  outlook  and  also 
the  poetic  utterance  of  the  closing  centuries  of  the  Jewish 
Middle  Ages.  The  new  cabbala  which  spread  from  there  over 
all  the  scattered  communities  was  the  last  religious  move- 
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ment  in  Judaism  to  reach  and  affect  every  country  of  the 
Diaspora  without  exception.63  This  mystic  revival  influenced 
the  rites  and  usages  of  the  synagogue,  pervaded  the  liturgy 
and  the  prayer  book,84  and  imbued  Hebrew  expression  with 
new  fervor  and  urgency.  The  hymn  Lekha  dodi  (Come,  my 
beloved)  by  Solomon  Alkabez,  the  teacher  and  brother-in-law 
of  the  famous  Safed  cabbalist  Moses  Cordovero  (d.  1570), 
entered  all  rituals  and  is  sung  all  over  the  Jewish  world, 
when  Queen  Sabbath  is  welcomed  to  the  tents  of  Jacob.65  In 
almost  all  the  prayer  books  of  Eastern  Jewry  there  will  be 
found  also  the  hymns  for  the  Sabbath  meals  of  Isaac  Luria 
(d.  1572),  the  inspired  visionary  of  the  new  cabbala.66  The 
sweetest  of  all  mystic  singers  and  the  most  significant  poet  of 
his  century  is  Israel  Najera  (c.  1542-1619)  who  in  over  a 
thousand  songs  gave  utterance  to  the  new  temper  of  devotion 
and  to  the  feverish  Messianic  urge  of  his  times.  Set  to  various 
Turkish,  Armenian,  Spanish,  and  new  Greek  airs,  which 
the  wandering  minstrel  picked  up  in  his  younger  and  gayer 
life  of  the  road,  and  suffused  with  erotic-mystic  imagery, 
these  hymns  and  elegies  treat — in  alternating  mood  and  melody, 
now  tender,  now  tearful,  now  triumphant — of  the  quarrel  and 
conciliation  of  the  lovers,  of  estrangement,  forgiveness,  and 
renewal  of  the  covenant  between  the  heavenly  bridegroom 
and  His  earthly  spouse,  the  community  of  Israel.  The  stark 
sensuality  at  places  met  with  censure.  To  some  such  love  songs 
to  the  Shekinah  seemed  to  speak  “the  language  of  adul- 
terers,” 67  especially  when  suited  to  strains  or  reminiscent  of 
sounds  known  to  be  flagrantly  culpable  in  a carnal  way.  But 
all  such  misgivings  were  silenced,  when  Isaac  Luria  himself 
endorsed  the  piyyutim,  saying  that  they  were  listened  to  with 
delight  in  heaven.68  The  liturgy  of  the  Oriental  Jews  abounds 
with  his  poetry,  which  spread  far  and  wide  not  only  in  the 
Near  East  and  the  Balkan  Peninsula,  but  even  to  Aden,  Cal- 
cutta, and  Cochin-China.  His  literary  influence  was  likewise 
far  reaching  and  pervasive,69  as  attested,  among  others,  by 
the  poetry  of  Shalom  Shebesi  (d.  after  1677),  foremost  poet 
of  the  remote  and  remarkable  tribe  of  the  Jews  of  Yemen.70 

The  Messianic  ardor  of  the  Lurianic  cabbala  was  bound 
to  erupt  in  movements  such  as  were  precipitated,  by  the  ap- 
pearance of  Sabbatai  Zevi  as  the  Messiah  and  Nathan  of  Gaza 
as  his  prophet  (1665-1666),  and  the  kindred  mystical  heresies 
of  that  century.  One  can  study  the  literary  reflections  of  that 
convulsion  best  in  Italy  again.  There  earlier  than  anywhere 
else,  within  two  decades  after  the  death  of  Luria,  a self-styled 
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disciple  of  his  carried  on  lively  propaganda  on  behalf  of  the 
new  school.71  The  struggle  for  or  against  cabbalism  and 
Sabbatianism  is  mirrored  in  the  literature  and  poetry  of 
seventeenth-century  Italy  which  produced  such  colorful  and 
contradictory  personalities  as  Leon  Modena  (1617-1648)  and 
the  gifted  pair  of  poets  and  brothers,  Jacob  (1615-1667)  and 
Immanuel  (1618-d.  after  1703)  Frances,  intrepid  fighters 
against  all  mystic  or  Messianic  delusions.72  An  eager  votary 
of  the  new  cabbala  was  Moses  Zacuto  (1625-1697),  rabbi 
in  Venice  and  Mantua,  whose  secular  verse  and  dramatic  works 
prove  that  he  was  sensitive  also  to  other  winds  of  doctrine. 
His  first  drama  betrays  the  Spanish  background  in  Amsterdam 
from  where  he  stems,  for  its  theme — Abraham  shattering  the 
idols  of  his  father — carries  overtones  of  the  contemporary  con- 
flict of  the  Marranos  who  sought  to  return  to  Judaism.73  His 
mystery  play  on  life  beyond  life  74  is  a remarkable  artistic 
attainment.  Gifted  beyond  all  others,  as  well  as  comprehensive, 
is  Moses  Hayyim  Luzzatto  (1707-1747),  poet,  dramatist, 
mystic,  and  moralist,  in  all  alike  distinguished,  a self-confessed 
Messiah  in  the  days  of  Voltaire,  and  the  reputed  father  or 
forerunner  of  modern  Hebrew  literature.75  He  still  belongs 
to  an  age  that  did  not  know,  nor  would  have  approved,  our  new 
compartments  and  labels:  secular  and  religious.  He  wrote 
secular  dramas  to  gladden  friends  at  their  wedding  which  he 
considered  a religious  commandment.  This  was  as  little  ruse 
on  his  part  as  the  inclusion  of  erotic  verse  as  nuptial  songs 
in  the  prayer  books  especially  of  Oriental  Jewries.  Both  are 
rather  the  outcome  of  that  all-embracing  unity  of  the  Middle 
Ages  in  which  what  is  termed  the  religious  included  all  that 
was  to  be  found  in  the  nonreligious,  and  much  else  besides. 
Anyhow,  the  new  and  the  old  fuse  imperceptibly  even  in 
nineteenth-century  Italy,  as  can  be  seen  in  the  devotional  verse 
of  Samuel  David  Luzzatto  (1800-1865),  the  last  of  the 
payyetanim  to  write  an  Aboda  or  a poetic  description  of  the 
ritual  of  the  Day  of  Atonement.76 

It  was  also  S.  D.  Luzzatto  who  toiled  most  to  retrieve  for 
the  new  age  the  lost  classics  of  the  Middle  Ages.  For  when 
the  poets  of  the  Haskala  or  the  era  of  Enlightenment  set  about 
reviving  Hebrew,  they  found  for  their  endeavors,  in  Berlin 
or  Vienna,  in  Zolkiew  or  Vilna,  no  usable  past.  The  masters 
of  medieval  song  had  long  sunk  in  oblivion,  and  even  their 
names  faded  from  memory.  “Who  is  Yannai?”  asks  in  1829 
the  best  informed  scholar  of  the  times.77  The  choicest  lyrics  of 
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Judah  Ha-Levi  were  clean  forgotten  until  his  diwan  was  re- 
covered and  parts  thereof  printed  in  1840  and  18b4  by  S.  D. 
Luzzatto.78  The  bulk  of  the  poetry  of  Samuel  Ha-Nagid  re- 
mained unknown  until  our  day,  and  was  published  for  the 
first  time  in  1934.79  Other  admirable  poets  of  the  Middle 
Ages  are  still  hidden  in  the  dust  of  libraries. 
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General  Characteristics  of  Jewish 
Mysticism  * 

by  Gershom  G.  Scholem 


i 

It  is  the  purpose  of  these  lectures  to  describe  and  to  analyse 
some  of  the  major  trends  of  Jewish  mysticism.  I cannot  of 
course  hope  to  deal  comprehensively  in  a few  hours  with  a 
subject  so  vast  and  at  the  same  time  so  intricate  as  the  whole 
sweep  and  whirl  of  the  mystical  stream,  as  it  runs  its  course 
through  the  movements  which  are  known  to  the  history  of 
Jewish  religion  under  the  names  of  Kabbalah  and  Hasidism. 
Probably  all  of  you  have  heard  something  about  these  aspects 
of  Jewish  religion.  Their  significance  has  been  a matter  of 
much  dispute  among  Jewish  scholars.  Opinion  has  changed 
several  times;  it  has  fluctuated  between  the  extremes  of  hostile 
criticism  and  condemnation  on  the  one  hand,  and  enthusiastic 
praise  and  defense  on  the  other.  It  has  not,  however,  greatly 
advanced  our  knowledge  of  what  may  be  called  the  real  nature 
of  mystical  lore  nor  has  it  enabled  us  to  form  an  unbiased 
judgment  as  to  the  part  this  lore  has  played  and  continues  to 
play  in  Jewish  history,  or  as  to  its  importance  for  a true 
understanding  of  Judaism. 

It  is  only  fair  to  add  that  the  exposition  of  Jewish  mysticism, 
or  that  part  of  it  which  has  so  far  been  publicly  discussed, 
abounds  in  misunderstandings  and  consequent  misrepresenta- 
tions of  the  subject  matter  under  discussion.  The  great  Jewish 


* From  Major  Trends  in  Jewish  Mysticism,  New  York,  Schocken 
Books,  1954. 
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scholars  of  the  past  century  whose  conception  of  Jewish 
history  is  still  dominant  in  our  days,  men  like  Graetz,  Zunz, 
Geiger,  Luzzatto  and  Steinschneider,  had  little  sympathy — to 
put  it  mildly — for  the  Kabbalah.  At  once  strange  and  repel- 
lent, it  epitomised  everything  that  was  opposed  to  their  own 
ideas  and  to  the  outlook  which  they  hoped  to  make  pre- 
dominant in  modem  Judaism.  Darkly  it  stood  in  their  path, 
the  ally  of  forces  and  tendencies  in  whose  rejection  pride  was 
taken  by  a Jewry  which,  in  Steinschneider’s  words,  regarded 
it  as  its  chief  task  to  make  a decent  exit  from  the  world.  This 
fact  may  account  for  the  negative  opinions  of  these  scholars 
regarding  the  function  of  mysticism  in  Jewish  history.  We  are 
well  aware  that  their  attitude,  so  far  from  being  that  of  the 
pure  scholar,  was  rather  that  of  the  combatant  actively 
grappling  with  a dangerous  foe  who  is  still  full  of  strength 
and  vitality;  the  foe  in  question  being  the  Hasidic  movement. 
Enmity  can  do  a great  deal.  We  should  be  thankful  to  those 
zealous  early  critics  who,  though  their  judgment  and  sense 
of  values  may  have  been  affected  and  warped  by  their  preju- 
dices, nevertheless  had  their  eyes  open  to  see  certain  important 
factors  with  great  distinctness.  Often  enough  they  were  in 
the  right,  though  not  for  the  reasons  they  themselves  gave. 
Truth  to  tell,  the  most  astonishing  thing  in  reading  the  works 
of  these  critics  is  their  lack  of  adequate  knowledge  of  the 
sources  or  the  subjects  on  which  in  many  cases  they  ventured 
to  pass  judgment. 

It  is  not  to  the  credit  of  Jewish  scholarship  that  the  works 
of  the  few  writers  who  were  really  informed  on  the  subject 
were  never  printed,  and  in  some  cases  were  not  even  recorded, 
since  there  was  nobody  to  take  an  interest.  Nor  have  we  reason 
to  be  proud  of  the  fact  that  the  greater  part  of  the  ideas  and 
views  which  show  a real  insight  into  the  world  of  Kabbalism, 
closed  as  it  was  to  the  rationalism  prevailing  in  the  Judaism  of 
the  nineteenth  century,  were  expressed  by  Christian  scholars 
of  a mystical  bent,  such  as  the  Englishman  Arthur  Edward 
Waite  1 of  our  days  and  the  German  Franz  Josef  Molitor 2 
a century  ago.  It  is  a pity  that  the  fine  philosophical  intuition 
and  natural  grasp  of  such  students  lost  their  edge  because 
they  lacked  all  critical  sense  as  to  historical  and  philological 
data  in  this  field,  and  therefore  failed  completely  when  they 
had  to  handle  problems  bearing  on  the  facts. 

The  natural  and  obvious  result  of  the  antagonism  of  the  great 
Jewish  scholars  was  that,  since  the  authorized  guardians 
neglected  this  field,  all  manner  of  charlatans  and  dreamers 
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came  and  treated  it  as  their  own  property.  From  the  brilliant 
misunderstandings  and  misrepresentations  of  Alphonse  Louis 
Constant,  who  has  won  fame  under  the  pseudonym  of  Eliphas 
Levi,  to  the  highly  coloured  humbug  of  Aleister  Crowley 
and  his  followers,  the  most  eccentric  and  fantastic  statements 
have  been  produced  purporting  to  be  legitimate  interpretations 
of  Kabbalism.3  The  time  has  come  to  reclaim  this  derelict 
area  and  to  apply  to  it  the  strict  standards  of  historical  research. 
It  is  this  task  which  I have  set  myself,  and  in  the  following 
lectures  I should  like  to  give  some  idea  of  the  conclusions  to 
which  I have  come  in  trying  to  light  up  this  dark  ground. 

I do  not  have  to  point  out  that  what  I am  going  to  say  can 
in  the  nature  of  things  be  no  more  than  a brief  outline  of  the 
main  structure  of  mystical  thought,  as  it  reveals  itself  in  some 
of  the  classics  of  Jewish  mysticism — more  often  than  not  in  an 
obscure  guise  which  makes  it  none  too  easy  for  modern  minds 
to  penetrate  into  its  meaning.  Obviously  it  is  impossible  to 
give  a summary  of  the  subject  without  at  the  same  time  at- 
tempting to  interpret  its  meaning.  It  is  a dangerous  task  to 
summarize  in  a few  chapters  a religious  movement  covering 
many  centuries.  In  trying  to  explain  so  intricate  a matter  as 
Kabbalism  the  historian,  too,  must  heed  Byron’s  query:  “Who 
will  then  explain  the  explanation?”  For  the  rest,  selection 
and  abbreviation  themselves  constitute  a kind  of  commentary, 
and  to  a certain  extent  even  an  appreciation  of  the  subject. 
In  other  words,  what  I am  going  to  present  is  a critical  ap- 
preciation involving  a certain  philosophical  outlook,  as  applied 
to  the  life  texture  of  Jewish  history,  which  in  its  fundamentals 
I believe  to  be  active  and  alive  to  this  day. 


ii 

Since  Jewish  mysticism  is  to  be  the  subject  of  these  lectures, 
the  first  question  bound  to  come  up  is  this:  what  is  Jewish 
mysticism?  What  precisely  is  meant  by  this  term?  Is  there 
such  a thing,  and  if  so,  what  distinguishes  it  from  other  kinds 
of  mystical  experience?  In  order  to  be  able  to  give  an  answer 
to  this  question,  if  only  an  incomplete  one,  it  will  be 
necessary  to  recall  what  we  know  about  mysticism  in  general. 
I do  not  propose  to  add  anything  essentially  new  to  the  im- 
mense literature  which  has  sprung  up  around  this  question 
during  the  past  half-century.  Some  of  you  may  have  read 
the  brilliant  books  written  on  this  subject  by  Evelyn  Underhill 


220  THE  JEWISH  EXPRESSION 

and  Dr.  Rufus  Jones.  I merely  propose  to  rescue  what  appears 
to  me  important  for  our  purpose  from  the  welter  of  conflicting 
historical  and  metaphysical  arguments  which  have  been  ad- 
vanced and  discussed  in  the  course  of  the  past  century. 

It  is  a curious  fact  that  although  doubt  hardly  exists  as  to 
what  constitutes  the  phenomena  to  which  history  and  philos- 
ophy have  given  the  name  of  mysticism,  there  are  almost  as 
many  definitions  of  the  term  as  there  are  writers  on  the  subject. 
Some  of  these  definitions,  it  is  true,  appear  to  have  served  more 
to  obscure  the  nature  of  the  question  than  to  clarify  it.  Some 
idea  of  the  confusion  engendered  by  these  definitions  can  be 
gauged  from  the  interesting  catalogue  of  “Definitions  of 
Mysticism  and  Mystical  Theology”  compiled  by  Dr.  Inge  as 
an  appendix  to  his  lectures  on  “Christian  Mysticism.” 

A good  starting-point  for  our  investigation  can  be  obtained 
by  scrutinizing  a few  of  these  definitions  which  have  won  a 
certain  authority.  Dr.  Rufus  Jones,  in  his  excellent  “Studies  in 
Mystical  Religion”  defines  his  subject  as  follows:  “I  shall  use 
the  word  to  express  the  type  of  religion  which  puts  the 
emphasis  on  immediate  awareness  of  relation  with  God,  on 
direct  and  intimate  consciousness  of  the  Divine  Presence.  It 
is  religion  in  its  most  acute,  intense  and  living  stage.”  4 Thomas 
Aquinas  briefly  defines  mysticism  as  cognitio  dei  experi- 
mentalist as  the  knowledge  of  God  through  experience.  In 
using  this  term  he  leans  heavily,  like  many  mystics  before 
and  after  him,  on  the  words  of  the  Psalmist  (Psalms  34:9): 
“Oh  taste  and  see  that  the  Lord  is  good.”  It  is  this  tasting 
and  seeing,  however  spiritualized  it  may  become,  that  the 
genuine  mystic  desires.  His  attitude  is  determined  by  the 
fundamental  experience  of  the  inner  self  which  enters  into 
immediate  contact  with  God  or  the  metaphysical  Reality. 
What  forms  the  essence  of  this  experience,  and  how  it  is  to  be 
adequately  described — that  is  the  great  riddle  which  the  mystics 
themselves,  no  less  than  the  historians,  have  tried  to  solve. 

For  it  must  be  said  that  this  act  of  personal  experience,  the 
systematic  investigation  and  interpretation  of  which  forms  the 
task  of  all  mystical  speculation,  is  of  a highly  contradictory 
and  even  paradoxical  nature.  Certainly  this  is  true  of  all  at- 
tempts to  describe  it  in  words  and  perhaps,  where  there  are 
no  longer  words,  of  the  act  itself.  What  kind  of  direct  relation 
can  there  be  between  the  Creator  and  His  creature,  between 
the  finite  and  the  infinite;  and  how  can  words  express  an 
experience  for  which  there  is  no  adequate  simile  in  this  finite 
world  of  man?  Yet  it  would  be  wrong  and  superficial  to  con- 
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elude  that  the  contradiction  implied  by  the  nature  of  mystical 
experience  betokens  an  inherent  absurdity.  It  will  be  wiser  to 
assume,  as  we  shall  often  have  occasion  to  do  in  the  course 
of  these  lectures,  that  the  religious  world  of  the  mystic  can  be 
expressed  in  terms  applicable  to  rational  knowledge  only  with 
the  help  of  paradox.  Among  the  psychologists  G.  Stratton, 
in  his  “Psychology  of  Religious  Life”  (1911),  has  laid 
particular  stress  on  this  essential  conflict  in  religious  life  and 
thought,  even  in  its  non-mystical  form.  It  is  well  known  that 
the  descriptions  given  by  the  mystics  of  their  peculiar  ex- 
periences and  of  the  God  whose  presence  they  experience  are 
full  of  paradoxes  of  every  kind.  It  is  not  the  least  baffling  of  these 
paradoxes — to  take  an  instance  which  is  common  to  lewish 
and  Christian  mystics — that  God  is  frequently  described  as 
the  mystical  Nothing.  I shall  not  try  now  to  give  an  interpreta- 
tion of  this  term,  to  which  we  shall  have  to  return;  I only 
want  to  stress  the  fact  that  the  particular  reality  which  the 
mystic  sees  or  tastes  is  of  a very  unusual  kind. 

To  the  general  history  of  religion  this  fundamental  ex- 
perience is  known  under  the  name  of  unio  mystica,  or  mystical 
union  with  God.  The  term,  however,  has  no  particular 
significance.  Numerous  mystics,  Jews  as  well  as  non-Jews, 
have  by  no  means  represented  the  essence  of  their  ecstatic 
experience,  the  tremendous  uprush  and  soaring  of  the  soul 
to  its  highest  plane,  as  a union  with  God.  To  take  an  instance, 
the  earliest  Jewish  mystics  who  formed  an  organized  fraternity 
in  Talmudic  times  and  later,  describe  their  experience  in  terms 
derived  from  the  diction  characteristic  of  their  age.  They  speak 
of  the  ascent  of  the  soul  to  the  Celestial  Throne  where  it 
obtains  an  ecstatic  view  of  the  majesty  of  God  and  the  secrets 
of  His  Realm.  A great  distance  separates  these  old  Jewish 
Gnostics  from  the  Hasidic  mystics  one  of  whom  said:  6 “There 
are  those  who  serve  God  with  their  human  intellect,  and 
others  whose  gaze  is  fixed  on  Nothing.  ...  He  who  is  granted 
this  supreme  experience  loses  the  reality  of  his  intellect,  but 
when  he  returns  from  such  contemplation  to  the  intellect,  he 
finds  it  full  of  divine  and  inflowing  splendor.”  And  yet  it  is 
the  same  experience  which  both  are  trying  to  express  in  differ- 
ent ways. 

This  leads  us  to  a further  consideration:  it  would  be  a 
mistake  to  assume  that  the  whole  of  what  we  call  mysticism  is 
identical  with  that  personal  experience  which  is  realized  in 
the  state  of  ecstasy  or  ecstatic  meditation.  Mysticism,  as  an 
historical  phenomenon,  comprises  much  more  than  this  ex- 
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perience,  which  lies  at  its  root.  There  is  a danger  in  relying 
too  much  on  purely  speculative  definitions  of  the  term.  The 
point  I should  like  to  make  is  this — that  there  is  no  such  thing 
as  mysticism  in  the  abstract,  that  is  to  say,  a phenomenon  or 
experience  which  has  no  particular  relation  to  other  religious 
phenomena.  There  is  no  mysticism  as  such,  there  is  only  the 
mysticism  of  a particular  religious  system,  Christian,  Islamic, 
Jewish  mysticism  and  so  on.  That  there  remains  a common 
characteristic  it  would  be  absurd  to  deny,  and  it  is  this 
element  which  is  brought  out  in  the  comparative  analysis  of 
particular  mystical  experiences.  But  only  in  our  days  has  the 
belief  gained  ground  that  there  is  such  a thing  as  an  abstract 
mystical  religion.  One  reason  for  this  widespread  belief  may 
be  found  in  the  pantheistic  trend  which,  for  the  past  century, 
has  exercised  a much  greater  influence  on  religious  thought 
than  ever  before.  Its  influence  can  be  traced  in  the  manifold 
attempts  to  abandon  the  fixed  forms  of  dogmatic  and  insti- 
tutional religion  in  favour  of  some  sort  of  universal  religion. 
For  the  same  reason  the  various  historical  aspects  of  religious 
mysticism  are  often  treated  as  corrupted  forms  of  an,  as  it  were, 
chemically  pure  mysticism  which  is  thought  of  as  not  bound 
to  any  particular  religion.  As  it  is  our  intention  to  treat  of  a 
certain  definite  kind  of  mysticism,  namely  Jewish,  we  should 
not  dwell  too  much  upon  such  abstractions.  Moreover,  as 
Evelyn  Underhill  has  rightly  pointed  out,  the  prevailing 
conception  of  the  mystic  as  a religious  anarchist  who  owes 
no  allegiance  to  his  religion  finds  little  support  in  fact.  History 
rather  shows  that  the  great  mystics  were  faithful  adherents  of 
the  great  religions. 

Jewish  mysticism,  no  less  than  its  Greek  or  Christian  counter- 
parts, presents  itself  as  a totality  of  concrete  historical  phe- 
nomena. Let  us,  therefore,  pause  to  consider  for  a moment 
the  conditions  and  circumstances  under  which  mysticism  arises 
in  the  historical  development  of  religion  and  particularly  in 
that  of  the  great  monotheistic  systems.  The  definitions  of  the 
term  mysticism,  of  which  I have  given  a few  instances,  lead 
only  too  easily  to  the  conclusion  that  all  religion  in  the  last 
resort  is  based  on  mysticism;  a conclusion  which,  as  we  have 
seen,  is  drawn  in  so  many  words  by  Rufus  Jones.  For  is  not 
religion  unthinkable  without  an  “immediate  awareness  of  re- 
lation with  God”?  That  way  lies  an  interminable  dispute  about 
words.  The  fact  is  that  nobody  seriously  thinks  of  applying 
the  term  mysticism  to  the  classic  manifestations  of  the  great 
religions.  It  would  be  absurd  to  call  Moses,  the  man  of  God, 
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a mystic,  or  to  apply  this  term  to  the  Prophets,  on  the  strength 
of  their  immediate  religious  experience.  I,  for  one,  do  not 
intend  to  employ  a terminology  which  obscures  the  very  real 
differences  that  are  recognized  by  all,  and  thereby  makes  it 
even  more  difficult  to  get  at  the  root  of  the  problem. 


iff 

The  point  which  I would  like  to  make  first  of  all  is  this: 
Mysticism  is  a definite  stage  in  the  historical  development  of 
religion  and  makes  its  appearance  under  certain  well-defined 
conditions.  It  is  connected  with,  and  inseparable  from,  a certain 
stage  of  the  religious  consciousness.  It  is  also  incompatible 
with  certain  other  stages  which  leave  no  room  for  mysticism 
in  the  sense  in  which  the  term  is  commonly  understood. 

The  first  stage  represents  the  world  as  being  full  of  gods 
whom  man  encounters  at  every  step  and  whose  presence  can 
be  experienced  without  recourse  to  ecstatic  meditation.  In  other 
words,  there  is  no  room  for  mysticism  as  long  as  the  abyss 
between  Man  and  God  has  not  become  a fact  of  the  inner 
consciousness.  That,  however,  is  the  case  only  while  the 
childhood  of  mankind,  its  mythical  epoch,  lasts.  The  immedi- 
ate consciousness  of  the  interrelation  and  interdependence  of 
things,  their  essential  unity  which  precedes  duality  and  in  fact 
knows  nothing  of  it,  the  truly  monistic  universe  of  man  s 
mythical  age,  all  this  is  alien  to  the  spirit  of  mysticism.  At 
the  same  time  it  will  become  clear  why  certain  elements  of  this 
monistic  consciousness  recur  on  another  plane  and  in  different 
guise  in  the  mystical  consciousness.  In  this  first  stage,  Nature 
is  the  scene  of  man’s  relation  to  God. 

The  second  period  which  knows  no  real  mysticism  is  the 
creative  epoch  in  which  the  emergence,  the  break-through  of 
religion  occurs.  Religion’s  supreme  function  is  to  destroy  the 
dream-harmony  of  Man,  Universe  and  God,  to  isolate  man 
from  the  other  elements  of  the  dream  stage  of  his  mythical  and 
primitive  consciousness.  For  in  its  classical  form,  religion 
signifies  the  creation  of  a vast  abyss,  conceived  as  absolute, 
between  God,  the  infinite  and  transcendental  Being,  and  Man, 
the  finite  creature.  For  this  reason  alone,  the  rise  of  institutional 
religion,  which  is  also  the  classical  stage  in  the  history  of 
religion,  is  more  widely  removed  than  any  other  period  from 
mysticism  and  all  it  implies.  Man  becomes  aware  of  a funda- 
mental duality,  of  a vast  gulf  which  can  be  crossed  by  nothing 
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but  the  voice;  the  voice  of  God,  directing  and  law-giving  in  His 
revelation,  and  the  voice  of  man  in  prayer.  The  great  mono- 
theistic religions  live  and  unfold  in  the  ever-present  conscious- 
ness of  this  bipolarity,  of  the  existence  of  an  abyss  which  can 
never  be  bridged.  To  them  the  scene  of  religion  is  no  longer 
Nature,  but  the  moral  and  religious  action  of  man  and  the 
community  of  men,  whose  interplay  brings  about  history  as, 
in  a sense,  the  stage  on  which  the  drama  of  man’s  relation  to 
God  unfolds. 

And  only  now  that  religion  has  received,  in  history,  its 
classical  expression  in  a certain  communal  way  of  living  and 
believing,  only  now  do  we  witness  the  phenomenon  called 
mysticism;  its  rise  coincides  with  what  may  be  called  the 
romantic  period  of  religion.  Mysticism  does  not  deny  or  over- 
look the  abyss;  on  the  contrary,  it  begins  by  realizing  its 
existence,  but  from  there  it  proceeds  to  a quest  for  the  secret 
that  will  close  it  in,  the  hidden  path  that  will  span  it.  It  strives 
to  piece  together  the  fragments  broken  by  the  religious  cata- 
clysm, to  bring  back  the  old  unity  which  religion  has  destroyed, 
but  on  a new  plane,  where  the  world  of  mythology  and  that 
of  revelation  meet  in  the  soul  of  man.  Thus  the  soul  becomes 
its  scene  and  the  soul’s  path  through  the  abysmal  multiplicity 
of  things  to  the  experience  of  the  Divine  Reality,  now  con- 
ceived as  the  primordial  unity  of  all  things,  becomes  its  main 
preoccupation.  To  a certain  extent,  therefore,  mysticism  signifies 
a revival  of  mythical  thought,  although  the  difference  must  not 
be  overlooked  between  the  unity  which  is  there  before  there 
is  duality,  and  the  unity  that  has  to  be  won  back  in  a new 
upsurge  of  the  religious  consciousness. 

Historically,  this  appearance  of  mystical  tendencies  is  also 
connected  with  another  factor.  The  religious  consciousness 
is  not  exhausted  with  the  emergence  of  the  classic  systems  of 
institutional  religion.  Its  creative  power  endures,  although  the 
formative  effect  of  a given  religion  may  be  sufficiently  great 
to  encompass  all  genuine  religious  feeling  within  its  orbit 
for  a long  period.  During  this  period  the  values  which  such  a 
religious  system  has  set  up  retain  their  original  meaning  and 
their  appeal  to  the  feelings  of  the  believers.  However,  even 
so  new  religious  impulses  may  and  do  arise  which  threaten 
to  conflict  with  the  scale  of  values  established  by  historical 
religion.  Above  all,  what  encourages  the  emergence  of  mysti- 
cism is  a situation  in  which  these  new  impulses  do  not  break 
through  the  shell  of  the  old  religious  system  and  create  a new 
one,  but  tend  to  remain  confined  within  its  borders.  If  and 
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when  such  a situation  arises,  the  longing  for  new  religious 
values  corresponding  to  the  new  religious  experience  finds 
its  expression  in  a new  interpretation  of  the  old  values  which 
frequently  acquire  a much  more  profound  and  personal  sig- 
nificance, although  one  which  often  differs  entirely  from  the 
old  and  transforms  their  meaning.  In  this  way  Creation, 
Revelation  and  Redemption,  to  mention  some  of  our  most 
important  religious  conceptions,  are  given  new  and  different 
meanings  reflecting  the  characteristic  feature  of  mystical 
experience,  the  direct  contact  between  the  individual  and  God. 

Revelation,  for  instance,  is  to  the  mystic  not  only  a definite 
historical  occurrence  which,  at  a given  moment  in  history, 
puts  an  end  to  any  further  direct  relation  between  mankind 
and  God.  With  no  thought  of  denying  Revelation  as  a fact  of 
history,  the  mystic  still  conceives  the  source  of  religious 
knowledge  and  experience  which  bursts  forth  from  his  own 
heart  as  being  of  equal  importance  for  the  conception  of 
religious  truth.  In  other  words,  instead  of  the  one  act  of  Revela- 
tion, there  is  a constant  repetition  of  this  act.  This  new 
Revelation,  to  himself  or  to  his  spiritual  master,  the  mystic 
tries  to  link  up  with  the  sacred  texts  of  the  old;  hence  the  new 
interpretation  given  to  the  canonical  texts  and  sacred  books  of 
the  great  religions.  To  the  mystic,  the  original  act  of  Revelation 
to  the  community — the,  as  it  were,  public  revelation  of  Mount 
Sinai,  to  take  one  instance — appears  as  something  whose  true 
meaning  has  yet  to  unfold  itself;  the  secret  revelation  is  to  him 
the  real  and  decisive  one.  And  thus  the  substance  of  the 
canonical  texts,  like  that  of  all  other  religious  values,  is  melted 
down  and  given  another  form  as  it  passes  through  the  fiery 
stream  of  the  mystical  consciousness.  It  is  hardly  surprising 
that,  hard  as  the  mystic  may  try  to  remain  within  the  confines 
of  his  religion,  he  often  consciously  or  unconsciously  ap- 
proaches, or  even  transgresses,  its  limits. 

It  is  not  necessary  for  me  to  say  anything  further  at  this 
point  about  the  reasons  which  have  often  transformed  mystics 
into  heretics.  Such  heresy  does  not  always  have  to  be  fought 
with  fire  and  sword  by  the  religious  community:  it  may  even 
happen  that  its  heretical  nature  is  not  understood  and  recog- 
nized. Particularly  is  this  the  case  where  the  mystic  succeeds 
in  adapting  himself  to  the  “orthodox”  vocabulary  and  uses 
it  as  a wing  or  vehicle  for  his  thoughts.  As  a matter  of  fact, 
this  is  what  many  Kabbalists  have  done.  While  Christianity 
and  Islam,  which  had  at  their  disposal  more  extensive  means 
of  repression  and  the  apparatus  of  the  State,  have  frequently 
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and  drastically  suppressed  the  more  extreme  forms  of  mystical 
movements,  few  analogous  events  are  to  be  found  in  the 
history  of  Judaism.  Nevertheless,  in  the  lectures  on  Sabbatian- 
ism  and  Hasidism,  we  shall  have  occasion  to  note  that  in- 
stances of  this  kind  are  not  entirely  lacking. 


iv 

We  have  seen  that  mystical  religion  seeks  to  transform  the 
God  whom  it  encounters  in  the  peculiar  religious  consciousness 
of  its  own  social  environment  from  an  object  of  dogmatic 
knowledge  into  a novel  and  living  experience  and  intuition. 
In  addition,  it  also  seeks  to  interpret  this  experience  in  a new 
way.  Its  practical  side,  the  realization  of  God  and  the  doctrine 
of  the  Quest  for  God,  are  therefore  frequently,  particularly  in 
the  more  developed  forms  of  the  mystical  consciousness,  con- 
nected with  a certain  ideology.  This  ideology,  this  theory  of 
mysticism,  is  a theory  both  of  the  mystical  cognition  of  God 
and  His  revelation,  and  of  the  path  which  leads  to  Him. 

It  should  now  be  clear  why  the  outward  forms  of  mystical 
religion  within  the  orbit  of  a given  religion  are  to  a large 
extent  shaped  by  the  positive  content  and  values  recognized 
and  glorified  in  that  religion.  We  cannot,  therefore,  expect  the 
physiognomy  of  Jewish  mysticism  to  be  the  same  as  that  of 
Catholic  mysticism,  Anabaptism  or  Moslem  Sufism.  The 
particular  aspects  of  Christian  mysticism,  which  are  connected 
with  the  person  of  the  Saviour  and  mediator  between  God  and 
man,  the  mystical  interpretation  of  the  Passion  of  Christ,  which 
is  repeated  in  the  personal  experience  of  the  individual — all 
this  is  foreign  to  Judaism,  and  also  to  its  mystics.  Their  ideas 
proceed  from  the  concepts  and  values  peculiar  to  Judaism, 
that  is  to  say,  above  all  from  the  belief  in  the  Unity  of  God 
and  the  meaning  of  His  revelation  as  laid  down  in  the  Torah, 
the  sacred  law. 

Jewish  mysticism  in  its  various  forms  represents  an  attempt 
to  interpret  the  religious  values  of  Judaism  in  terms  of  mystical 
values.  It  concentrates  upon  the  idea  of  the  living  God  who 
manifests  himself  in  the  acts  of  Creation,  Revelation  and 
Redemption.  Pushed  to  its  extreme,  the  mystical  meditation 
on  this  idea  gives  birth  to  the  conception  of  a sphere,  a whole 
realm  of  divinity,  which  underlies  the  world  of  our  sense- 
data  and  which  is  present  and  active  in  all  that  exists.  This 
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is  the  meaning  of  what  the  Kabbalists  call  the  world  of  the 
“Sefiroth.”  I should  like  to  explain  this  a little  more  fully. 

The  attributes  of  the  living  God  are  conceived  differently 
and  undergo  a peculiar  transformation  when  compared  with 
the  meaning  given  to  them  by  the  philosophers  of  Judaism. 
Among  the  latter,  Maimonides,  in  his  “Guide  of  the  Per- 
plexed,” felt  bound  to  ask:  How  is  it  possible  to  say  of  God 
that  He  is  living?  Does  that  not  imply  a limitation  of  the  in- 
finite Being?  The  Words  “God  is  living,”  he  argues,  can  only 
mean  that  he  is  not  dead,  that  is  to  say,  that  he  is  the  opposite 
of  all  that  is  negative.  He  is  the  negation  of  negation.  A quite 
different  reply  is  given  by  the  Kabbalist,  for  whom  the  dis- 
tinction, nay  the  conflict,  between  the  known  and  the  unknown 
God  has  a significance  denied  to  it  by  the  philosophers  of 
Judaism. 

No  creature  can  take  aim  at  the  unknown,  the  hidden  God. 
In  the  last  resort,  every  cognition  of  God  is  based  on  a form 
of  relation  between  Him  and  His  creature,  i.e.  on  a manifesta- 
tion of  God  in  something  else,  and  not  on  a relation  between 
Him  and  Himself.  It  has  been  argued  that  the  difference  be- 
tween the  deus  absconditus,  God  in  Himself,  and  God  in  His 
appearance  is  unknown  to  Kabbalism.7  This  seems  to  me  a 
wrong  interpretation  of  the  facts.  On  the  contrary,  the  dualism 
embedded  in  these  two  aspects  of  the  one  God,  both  of  which 
are,  theologically  speaking,  possible  ways  of  aiming  at  the 
divinity,  has  deeply  preoccupied  the  Jewish  mystics.  It  has  occa- 
sionally led  them  to  use  formulas  whose  implied  challenge  to  the 
religious  consciousness  of  monotheism  was  fully  revealed  only 
in  the  subsequent  development  of  Kabbalism.  As  a rule,  the 
Kabbalists  were  concerned  to  find  a formula  which  should 
give  as  little  offense  as  possible  to  the  philosophers.  For  this 
reason  the  inherent  contradiction  between  the  two  aspects  of 
God  is  not  always  brought  out  as  clearly  as  in  the  famous 
doctrine  of  an  anonymous  writer  around  1300,  according  to 
whom  God  in  Himself,  as  an  absolute  Being,  and  therefore 
by  His  very  nature  incapable  of  becoming  the  subject  of  a 
revelation  to  others,  is  not  and  cannot  be  meant  in  the  docu- 
ments of  Revelation,  in  the  canonical  writings  of  the  Bible, 
and  in  the  rabbinical  tradition.8  He  is  not  the  subject  of  these 
writings  and  therefore  also  has  no  documented  name,  since 
every  word  of  the  sacred  writings  refers  after  all  to  some 
aspect  of  His  manifestation  on  the  side  of  Creation.  It  follows 
that  while  the  living  God,  the  God  of  religion  of  whom  these 
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writings  bear  witness,  has  innumerable  names — which,  accord- 
ing to  the  Kabbalists,  belong  to  Him  by  His  very  nature  and 
not  as  a result  of  human  convention — the  deus  absconditus, 
the  God  who  is  hidden  in  His  own  self,  can  only  be  named 
in  a metaphorical  sense  and  with  the  help  of  words  which, 
mystically  speaking,  are  not  real  names  at  all.  The  favorite 
formulae  of  the  early  Spanish  Kabbalists  are  speculative  para- 
phrases like  “Root  of  all  Roots,”  “Great  Reality,”  “Indifferent 
Unity,”  9 and,  above  all,  En-Sof.  The  latter  designation  reveals 
the  impersonal  character  of  this  aspect  of  the  hidden  God 
from  the  standpoint  of  man  as  clearly  as,  and  perhaps  even 
more  clearly  than,  the  others.  It  signifies  “the  infinite”  as  such; 
not,  as  has  been  frequently  suggested,  “He  who  is  infinite” 
but  “that  which  is  infinite.”  Isaac  the  Blind  (one  of  the  first 
Kabbalists  of  distinguishable  personality)  calls  the  deus  ab- 
sconditus “that  which  is  not  conceivable  by  thinking,”  not 
“He  who  is  not  etc.”  10  It  is  clear  that  with  this  postulate  of 
an  impersonal  basic  reality  in  God,  which  becomes  a person — 
or  appears  as  a person — only  in  the  process  of  Creation  and 
Revelation,  Kabbalism  abandons  the  personalistic  basis  of  the 
Biblical  conception  of  God.  In  this  sense  it  is  undeniable  that 
the  author  of  the  above-mentioned  mystical  aphorism  is  right 
in  holding  that  En-Sof  (or  what  is  meant  by  it)  is  not  even 
mentioned  in  the  Bible  and  the  Talmud.  In  the  following  lec- 
tures we  shall  see  how  the  main  schools  of  Kabbalistic  thought 
have  dealt  with  this  problem.  It  will  not  surprise  us  to  find 
that  speculation  has  run  the  whole  gamut — from  attempts  to 
re-transform  the  impersonal  En-Sof  into  the  personal  God 
of  the  Bible  to  the  downright  heretical  doctrine  of  a genuine 
dualism  between  the  hidden  En-Sof  and  the  personal  Demiurge 
of  Scripture.  For  the  moment,  however,  we  are  more  con- 
cerned with  the  second  aspect  of  the  Godhead  which,  being 
of  decisive  importance  for  real  religion,  formed  the  main  sub- 
ject of  theosophical  speculation  in  Kabbalism. 

The  mystic  strives  to  assure  himself  of  the  living  presence 
of  God,  the  God  of  the  Bible,  the  God  who  is  good,  wise,  just 
and  merciful  and  the  embodiment  of  all  other  positive  at- 
tributes. But  at  the  same  time  he  is  unwilling  to  renounce  the 
idea  of  the  hidden  God  who  remains  eternally  unknowable 
in  the  depths  of  His  own  Self,  or,  to  use  the  bold  expression 
of  the  Kabbalists  “in  the  depths  of  His  nothingness.”  11  This 
hidden  God  may  be  without  special  attributes — the  living 
God  of  whom  the  Revelation  speaks,  with  whom  all  religion 
is  concerned,  must  have  attributes,  which  on  another  plane 
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represent  also  the  mystic’s  own  scale  of  moral  values:  God  is 
good,  God  is  severe,  God  is  merciful  and  just,  etc.  As  we  shall 
have  occasion  to  see,  the  mystic  does  not  even  recoil  before 
the  inference  that  in  a higher  sense  there  is  a root  of  evil  even 
in  God.  The  benevolence  of  God  is  to  the  mystic  not  simply 
the  negation  of  evil,  but  a whole  sphere  of  divine  light,  in 
which  God  manifests  Himself  under  this  particular  aspect 
of  benevolence  to  the  contemplation  of  the  Kabbalist. 

These  spheres,  which  are  often  described  with  the  aid  of 
mythical  metaphors  and  provide  the  key  for  a kind  of  mys- 
tical topography  of  the  Divine  realm,  are  themselves  nothing 
but  stages  in  the  revelation  of  God’s  creative  power.  Every 
attribute  represents  a given  stage,  including  the  attribute  of 
severity  and  stern  judgment,  which  mystical  speculation  has 
connected  with  the  source  of  evil  in  God.  The  mystic  who  sets 
out  to  grasp  the  meaning  of  God’s  absolute  unity  is  thus  faced 
at  the  outset  with  an  infinite  complexity  of  heavenly  spheres 
and  stages  which  are  described  in  the  Kabbalistic  texts.  From 
the  contemplation  of  these  “Sefiroth”  he  proceeds  to  the  con- 
ception of  God  as  the  union  and  the  root  of  all  these  contra- 
dictions. Generally  speaking,  the  mystics  do  not  seem  to  con- 
ceive of  God  as  the  absolute  Being  or  absolute  Becoming  but 
as  the  union  of  both;  much  as  the  hidden  God  of  whom 
nothing  is  known  to  us,  and  the  living  God  of  religious  ex- 
perience and  revelation,  are  one  and  the  same.  Kabbalism  in 
other  words  is  not  dualistic,  although  historically  there  exists 
a close  connection  between  its  way  of  thinking  and  that  of 
the  Gnostics,  to  whom  the  hidden  God  and  the  Creator  are 
opposing  principles.  On  the  contrary,  all  the  energy  of  “ortho- 
dox” Kabbalistic  speculation  is  bent  to  the  task  of  escaping 
from  dualistic  consequences;  otherwise  they  would  not  have 
been  able  to  maintain  themselves  within  the  Jewish  com- 
munity. 

I think  it  is  possible  to  say  that  the  mystical  interpretation 
of  the  attributes  and  the  unity  of  God,  in  the  so-called 
doctrine  of  the  “Sefiroth,”  constituted  a problem  common  to 
all  Kabbalists,  while  the  solutions  given  to  it  by  and  in  the 
various  schools  often  differ  from  one  another.  In  the  same 
way,  all  Jewish  mystics,  from  the  Therapeutae,  whose  doctrine 
was  described  by  Philo  of  Alexandria,12  to  the  latest  Hasid, 
are  at  one  in  giving  a mystical  interpretation  to  the  Torah; 
the  Torah  is  to  them  a living  organism  animated  by  a secret 
life  which  streams  and  pulsates  below  the  crust  of  its  literal 
meaning;  every  one  of  the  innumerable  strata  of  this  hidden 
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region  corresponds  to  a new  and  profound  meaning  of  the 
Torah.  The  Torah,  in  other  words,  does  not  consist  merely 
of  chapters,  phrases  and  words;  rather  is  it  to  be  regarded 
as  the  living  incarnation  of  the  divine  wisdom  which  eternally 
sends  out  new  rays  of  light.  It  is  not  merely  the  historical  law 
of  the  Chosen  People,  although  it  is  that  too;  it  is  rather  the 
cosmic  law  of  the  Universe,  as  God’s  wisdom  conceived  it. 
Each  configuration  of  letters  in  it,  whether  it  makes  sense 
in  human  speech  or  not,  symbolizes  some  aspect  of  God’s 
creative  power  which  is  active  in  the  universe.  And  just  as 
the  thoughts  of  God,  in  contrast  to  those  of  man,  are  of  in- 
finite profundity,  so  also  no  single  interpretation  of  the  Torah 
in  human  language  is  capable  of  taking  in  the  whole  of  its 
meaning.  It  cannot  be  denied  that  this  method  of  interpre- 
tation has  proved  almost  barren  for  a plain  understanding 
of  the  Holy  Writ,  but  it  is  equally  undeniable  that  viewed  in 
this  new  light,  the  Sacred  Books  made  a powerful  appeal  to 
the  individual  who  discovered  in  their  written  words  the  secret 
of  his  life  and  of  his  God.  It  is  the  usual  fate  of  sacred  writings 
to  become  more  or  less  divorced  from  the  intentions  of  their 
authors.  What  may  be  called  their  after-life,  those  aspects 
which  are  discovered  by  later  generations,  frequently  becomes 
of  greater  importance  than  their  original  meaning;  and  after 
all — who  knows  what  their  original  meaning  was? 


v 

Like  all  their  spiritual  kin  among  Christians  or  Moslems, 
the  Jewish  mystics  cannot,  of  course,  escape  from  the  fact  that 
the  relation  between  mystical  contemplation  and  the  basic 
facts  of  human  life  and  thought  is  highly  paradoxical.  But  in 
the  Kabbalah  these  paradoxes  of  the  mystical  mind  frequently 
assume  a peculiar  form.  Let  us  take  as  an  instance  their  rela- 
tion to  the  phenomenon  of  speech,  one  of  the  fundamental 
problems  of  mystical  thought  throughout  the  ages.  How  is 
it  possible  to  give  lingual  expression  to  mystical  knowledge, 
which  by  its  very  nature  is  related  to  a sphere  where  speech 
and  expression  are  excluded?  How  is  it  possible  to  paraphrase 
adequately  in  mere  words  the  most  intimate  act  of  all,  the 
contact  of  the  individual  with  the  Divine?  And  yet  the  urge 
of  the  mystics  for  self-expression  is  well  known. 

They  continuously  and  bitterly  complain  of  the  utter  inade- 
quacy of  words  to  express  their  true  feelings,  but,  for  all  that. 
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they  glory  in  them;  they  indulge  in  rhetoric  and  never  weary 
of  trying  to  express  the  inexpressible  in  words.  All  writers  on 
mysticism  have  laid  stress  on  this  point.13  Jewish  mysticism 
is  no  exception,  yet  it  is  distinguished  by  two  unusual  char- 
acteristics which  may  in  some  way  be  interrelated.  What  I 
have  in  mind  is,  first  of  all,  the  striking  restraint  observed  by 
the  Kabbalists  in  referring  to  the  supreme  experience;  and 
secondly,  their  metaphysically  positive  attitude  towards  lan- 
guage as  God’s  own  instrument. 

If  you  compare  the  writings  of  Jewish  mystics  with  the 
mystical  literature  of  other  religions  you  will  notice  a con- 
siderable difference,  a difference  which  has,  to  some  extent, 
made  difficult  and  even  prevented  the  understanding  of  the 
deeper  meaning  of  Kabbalism.  Nothing  could  be  farther  from 
the  truth  than  the  assumption  that  the  religious  experience 
of  the  Kabbalists  is  barren  of  that  which,  as  we  have  seen, 
forms  the  essence  of  mystical  experience,  everywhere  and  at 
all  times.  The  ecstatic  experience,  the  encounter  with  the 
absolute  Being  in  the  depths  of  one’s  own  soul,  or  whatever 
description  one  may  prefer  to  give  to  the  goal  of  the  mystical 
nostalgia,  has  been  shared  by  the  heirs  of  rabbinical  Judaism. 
How  could  it  be  otherwise  with  one  of  the  original  and  fun- 
damental impulses  of  man?  At  the  same  time,  such  differences 
as  there  are,  are  explained  by  the  existence  of  an  overwhelm- 
ingly strong  disinclination  to  treat  in  express  terms  of  these 
strictly  mystical  experiences.  Not  only  is  the  form  different 
in  which  these  experiences  are  expressed,  but  the  will  to 
express  them  and  to  impart  the  knowledge  of  them  is  lacking, 
or  is  counteracted  by  other  considerations. 

It  is  well  known  that  the  autobiographies  of  great  mystics, 
who  have  tried  to  give  an  account  of  their  inner  experiences 
in  a direct  and  personal  manner,  are  the  glory  of  mystical 
literature.  These  mystical  confessions,  for  all  their  abounding 
contradictions,  not  only  provide  some  of  the  most  important 
material  for  the  understasding  of  mysticism,  but  many  of 
them  are  also  veritable  pearls  of  literature.  The  Kabbalists, 
however,  are  no  friends  of  mystical  autobiography.  They  aim 
at  describing  the  realm  of  Divinity  and  the  other  objects  of 
the  contemplation  in  an  impersonal  way,  by  burning,  as  it 
were,  their  ships  behind  them.  They  glory  in  objective  de- 
scription and  are  deeply  averse  to  letting  their  own  personalities 
intrude  into  the  picture.  The  wealth  of  expression  at  their 
disposal  is  not  inferior  to  that  of  their  autobiographical  con- 
freres. It  is  as  though  they  were  hampered  by  a sense  of  shame. 
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Documents  of  an  intimate  and  personal  nature  are  not  entirely 
lacking,  but  it  is  characteristic  that  they  are  to  be  found  almost 
wholly  in  manuscripts  which  the  Kabbalists  themselves  would 
hardly  have  allowed  to  be  printed.  There  has  even  been  a kind 
of  voluntary  censorship  which  the  Kabbalists  themselves 
exercised  by  deleting  certain  passages  of  a too  intimate  nature 
from  the  manuscripts,  or  at  least  by  seeing  to  it  that  they  were 
not  printed.  I shall  return  to  this  point  at  a later  stage,  when 
I shall  give  some  remarkable  instances  of  this  censorship.14 
On  the  whole,  I am  inclined  to  believe  that  this  dislike  of  a 
too  personal  indulgence  in  self-expression  may  have  been 
caused  by  the  fact  among  others  that  the  Jews  retained  a 
particularly  vivid  sense  of  the  incongruity  between  mystical 
experience  and  that  idea  of  God  which  stresses  the  aspects  of 
Creator,  King  and  Law-giver.  It  is  obvious  that  the  absence  of 
the  autobiographical  element  is  a serious  obstacle  to  any 
psychological  understanding  of  Jewish  mysticism  as  the  psy- 
chology of  mysticism  has  to  rely  primarily  on  the  study  of 
such  autobiographical  material. 

In  general,  it  may  be  said  that  in  the  long  history  of  Kab- 
balism,  the  number  of  Kabbalists  whose  teachings  and  writings 
bear  the  imprint  of  a strong  personality  is  surprisingly  small, 
one  notable  exception  being  the  Hasidic  movement  and  its 
leaders  since  1750.  This  is  partly  due  to  personal  reticence, 
which  as  we  have  seen  was  characteristic  of  all  Jewish  mystics. 
Equally  important,  however,  is  the  fact  that  our  sources  leave 
us  completely  in  the  dark  as  regards  the  personalities  of  many 
Kabbalists,  including  writers  whose  influence  was  very  great 
and  whose  teachings  it  would  be  worth  while  to  study  in  the 
light  of  biographical  material,  were  any  available.  Often 
enough  such  contemporary  sources  as  there  are  do  not  even 
mention  their  names!  Frequently,  too,  all  that  these  writers 
have  left  us  are  their  mystical  tracts  and  books  from  which 
it  is  difficult,  if  not  impossible,  to  form  an  impression  of 
their  personalities.  There  are  very  few  exceptions  to  this  rule. 
Among  hundreds  of  Kabbalists  whose  writings  are  known 
to  us,  hardly  ten  would  provide  sufficient  material  for  a 
biography  containing  more  than  a random  collection  of  facts, 
with  little  or  nothing  to  give  us  an  insight  into  their  person- 
alities. This  is  true,  for  example,  of  Abraham  Abulafia  (13th 
century),  of  Isaac  Luria  (16th  century)  and,  at  a much  later 
period,  of  the  great  mystic  and  poet  Moses  Hayim  Luzzatto 
of  Padua  (died  1747),  whose  case  is  typical  of  the  situation 
I have  described.  Although  his  mystical,  moralizing  and 
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poetical  works  fill  several  volumes  and  many  of  them  have 
been  published,  the  true  personality  of  the  author  remained 
so  completely  in  the  shadow  as  to  be  little  more  than  a name 
until  the  discovery  and  publication,  by  Dr.  Simon  Ginzburg, 
of  his  correspondence  with  his  teacher  and  his  friends  threw 
an  abundance  of  light  on  this  remarkable  figure.”  15  It  is  to 
hoped  that  the  same  will  gradually  be  done  for  other  great 
Jewish  mystics  of  whom  today  we  know  very  little. 

My  second  point  was  that  Kabbalism  is  distinguished  by  an 
attitude  towards  language  which  is  quite  unusually  positive. 
Kabbalists  who  differ  in  almost  everything  else  are  at  one  in 
regarding  language  as  something  more  precious  than  an  inade- 
quate instrument  for  contact  between  human  beings.  To  them 
Hebrew,  the  holy  tongue,  is  not  simply  a means  of  expressing 
certain  thoughts,  bom  out  of  a certain  convention  and  having 
a purely  conventional  character,  in  accordance  with  the  theory 
of  language  dominant  in  the  Middle  Ages.  Language  in  its 
purest  form,  that  is,  Hebrew,  according  to  the  Kabbalists, 
reflects  the  fundamental  spiritual  nature  of  the  world;  in  other 
words,  it  has  a mystical  value.  Speech  reaches  God  because  it 
comes  from  God.  Man’s  common  language,  whose  prima  facie 
function,  indeed,  is  only  of  an  intellectual  nature,  reflects  the 
creative  language  of  God.  All  creation — and  this  is  an  im- 
portant principle  of  most  Kabbalists — is,  from  the  point  of 
view  of  God,  nothing  but  an  expression  of  His  hidden  self 
that  begins  and  ends  by  giving  itself  a name,  the  holy  name 
of  God,  the  perpetual  act  of  creation.  All  that  lives  is  an 
expression  of  God’s  language — and  what  is  it  that  Revelation 
can  reveal  in  the  last  resort  if  not  the  name  of  God? 

I shall  have  to  return  to  this  point  at  a later  stage.  What  I 
would  like  to  emphasize  is  this  peculiar  interpretation,  this 
enthusiastic  appreciation  of  the  faculty  of  speech  which  sees 
in  it,  and  in  its  mystical  analysis,  a key  to  the  deepest  secrets 
of  the  Creator  and  His  creation. 

In  this  connection  it  may  be  of  interest  to  ask  ourselves 
what  was  the  common  attitude  of  the  mystics  toward  certain 
other  faculties  and  phenomena,  such  as  intellectual  knowledge, 
and  more  particularly  rational  philosophy;  or,  to  take  another 
instance,  the  problem  of  individual  existence.  For  after  all, 
mysticism,  while  beginning  with  the  religion  of  the  individual, 
proceeds  to  merge  the  self  into  a higher  union.  Mysticism 
postulates  self-knowledge,  to  use  a Platonic  term,  as  the  surest 
way  to  God  who  reveals  Himself  in  the  depths  of  the  self. 
Mystical  tendencies,  in  spite  of  their  strictly  personal  char- 
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acter,  have  therefore  frequently  led  to  the  formation  of  new 
social  groupings  and  communities,  a fact  which  is  true  also 
of  Jewish  mysticism;  we  shall  have  to  return  to  this  fact  and 
to  the  problem  it  involves  at  the  end  of  these  lectures.  At  any 
rate,  Joseph  Bernhart,  one  of  the  explorers  of  the  world 
of  mysticism,  was  justified  in  saying  “Have  any  done  more 
to  create  historical  movement  than  those  who  seek  and  pro- 
claim the  immovable?”  18 


vi 

It  is  precisely  this  question  of  history  which  brings  us 
back  to  the  problem  from  which  we  started:  What  is  Jewish 
mysticism?  For  now  the  question  is:  What  is  to  be  regarded 
as  the  general  characteristic  of  mysticism  within  the  frame- 
work of  Jewish  tradition?  Kabbalah,  it  must  be  remembered, 
is  not  the  name  of  a certain  dogma  or  system,  but  rather 
the  general  term  applied  to  a whole  religious  movement. 
This  movement,  with  some  of  whose  stages  and  tendencies 
we  shall  have  to  acquaint  ourselves,  has  been  going  on  from 
Talmudic  times  to  the  present  day;  its  development  has  been 
uninterrupted,  though  by  no  means  uniform,  and  often 
dramatic.  It  leads  from  Rabbi  Akiba,  of  whom  the  Talmud 
says  that  he  left  the  “Paradise”  of  mystical  speculation  safe 
and  sane  as  he  had  entered  it — something  which  cannot, 
indeed,  be  said  of  every  Kabbalist — to  the  late  Rabbi  Abra- 
ham Isaac  Kook,  the  religious  leader  of  the  Jewish  community 
in  Palestine  and  a splendid  type  of  Jewish  mystic.17  I should 
like  to  mention  here  that  we  are  in  possession  of  a vast  printed 
literature  of  mystical  texts  which  I am  inclined  to  estimate 
at  3,000.18  In  addition,  there  exists  an  even  greater  array  of 
manuscripts  not  yet  published. 

Within  this  movement  there  exists  a considerable  variety  of 
religious  experience,  to  use  William  James’  expression.  There 
have  been  many  different  currents  of  thought,  and  various 
systems  and  forms  of  speculation.  There  is  little  resemblance 
between  the  earliest  mystical  texts  in  our  possession,  dating 
from  Talmudic  and  post-Talmudic  days,  the  writings  of  the 
ancient  Spanish  Kabbalists,  those  of  the  school  which  later 
flourished  in  Safed,  the  holy  city  of  Kabbalism  in  the  sixteenth 
century,  and  finally  the  Hasidic  literature  of  the  modern  age. 
Yet  the  question  must  be  asked  whether  there  is  not  something 
more  than  a purely  historical  connection  uniting  these  disjecta 
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membra,  something  which  also  provides  us  with  a hint  as  to 
what  renders  this  mystical  movement  in  Judaism  different 
from  non-Jewish  mysticism.  Such  a common  denominator 
can,  perhaps,  be  discovered  in  certain  unchanging  fundamental 
ideas  concerning  God,  creation  and  the  part  played  by  man 
in  the  universe.  Two  such  ideas  I have  mentioned  above, 
namely  the  attributes  of  God  and  the  symbolic  meaning  of 
the  Torah.  But  may  it  not  also  be  that  such  a denominator  is 
to  be  found  in  the  attitude  of  the  Jewish  mystic  towards  those 
dominant  spiritual  forces  which  have  conditioned  and  shaped 
the  intellectual  life  of  Jewry  during  the  past  two  thousand 
years:  the  Halakhah,  the  Aggadah,  the  prayers  and  the 
philosophy  of  Judaism,  to  name  the  most  important?  It  is  this 
question  which  I shall  now  try  to  answer,  though  without 
going  into  detail. 

As  I have  said  before,  the  relation  of  mysticism  to  the 
world  of  history  can  serve  as  a useful  starting-point  for  our 
investigation.  It  is  generally  believed  that  the  attitude  of 
mysticism  toward  history  is  one  of  aloofness,  or  even  of  con- 
tempt. The  historical  aspects  of  religion  have  a meaning  for 
the  mystic  chiefly  as  symbols  of  acts  which  he  conceives  as 
being  divorced  from  time,  or  constantly  repeated  in  the  soul 
of  every  man.  Thus  the  exodus  from  Egypt,  the  fundamental 
event  of  our  history,  cannot,  according  to  the  mystic,  have 
come  to  pass  once  only  and  in  one  place;  it  must  correspond 
to  an  event  which  takes  place  in  ourselves,  an  exodus  from 
an  inner  Egypt  in  which  we  all  are  slaves.  Only  thus  conceived 
does  the  Exodus  cease  to  be  an  object  of  learning  and  acquire 
the  dignity  of  immediate  religious  experience.  In  the  same 
way,  it  will  be  remembered,  the  doctrine  of  “Christ  in  us” 
acquired  so  great  an  importance  for  the  mystics  of  Christianity 
that  the  historical  Jesus  of  Nazareth  was  quite  often  relegated 
to  the  background.  If,  however,  the  Absolute  which  the  mystic 
seeks  is  not  to  be  found  in  the  varying  occurrences  of  history, 
the  conclusion  suggests  itself  that  it  must  either  precede  the 
course  of  mundane  history  or  reveal  itself  at  the  end  of  time. 
In  other  words,  knowledge  both  of  the  primary  facts  of  crea- 
tion and  of  its  end,  of  eschatological  salvation  and  bliss,  can 
acquire  a mystical  significance. 

“The  Mystic,”  says  Charles  Bennett  in  a penetrating  essay,19 
“as  it  were  forestalls  the  processes  of  history  by  anticipating 
in  his  own  life  the  enjoyment  of  the  last  age.”  This  eschato- 
logical nature  of  mystical  knowledge  becomes  of  paramount 
importance  in  the  writings  of  many  Jewish  mystics,  from 
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the  anonymous  authors  of  the  early  Hekhaloth  tracts  to  Rabbi 
Nahman  of  Brazlav.  And  the  importance  of  cosmogony  for 
mystical  speculation  is  equally  exemplified  by  the  case  of 
Jewish  mysticism.  The  consensus  of  Kabbalistic  opinion 
regards  the  mystical  way  to  God  as  a reversal  of  the  procession 
by  which  we  have  emanated  from  God.  To  know  the  stages 
of  the  creative  process  is  also  to  know  the  stages  of  one’s 
own  return  to  the  root  of  all  existence.  In  this  sense,  the 
interpretation  of  Maaseh  Bereshith,  the  esoteric  doctrine  of 
creation,  has  always  formed  one  of  the  main  preoccupations 
of  Kabbalism.  It  is  here  that  Kabbalism  comes  nearest  to 
Neoplatonic  thought,  of  which  it  has  been  said  with  truth 
that  “procession  and  reversion  together  constitute  a single 
movement,  the  diastole-systole,  which  is  the  life  of  the  uni- 
verse.” 20  Precisely  this  is  also  the  belief  of  the  Kabbalist. 

But  the  cosmogonic  and  the  eschatological  trend  of  Kab- 
balistic speculation  which  we  have  tried  to  define,  are  in  the 
last  resort  ways  of  escaping  from  history  rather  than  in- 
struments of  historical  understanding;  that  is  to  say,  they  do 
not  help  us  to  gauge  the  intrinsic  meaning  of  history. 

There  is,  however,  a more  striking  instance  of  the  link 
between  the  conceptions  of  Jewish  mysticism  and  those  of  the 
historical  world.  It  is  a remarkable  fact  that  the  very  term 
Kabbalah  under  which  it  has  become  best  known,  is  derived 
from  an  historical  concept.  Kabbalah  means  literally  “tra- 
dition,” in  itself  an  excellent  example  of  the  paradoxical 
nature  of  mysticism  to  which  I have  referred  before.  The 
very  doctrine  which  centres  about  the  immediate  personal 
contact  with  the  Divine,  that  is  to  say,  a highly  personal  and 
intimate  form  of  knowledge,  is  conceived  as  traditional  wis- 
dom. The  fact  is,  however,  that  the  idea  of  Jewish  mysticism 
from  the  start  combined  the  conception  of  a knowledge  which 
by  its  very  nature  is  difficult  to  impart  and  therefore  secret, 
with  that  of  a knowledge  which  is  the  secret  tradition  of 
chosen  spirits  or  adepts.  Jewish  mysticism,  therefore,  is  a secret 
doctrine  in  a double  sense,  a characteristic  which  cannot  be 
said  to  apply  to  all  forms  of  mysticism.  It  is  a secret  doctrine 
because  it  treats  of  the  most  deeply  hidden  and  fundamental 
matters  of  human  life;  but  it  is  secret  also  because  it  is  confined 
to  a small  elite  of  the  chosen  who  impart  the  knowledge  to 
their  disciples.  It  is  true  that  this  picture  never  wholly  cor- 
responded to  life.  Against  the  doctrine  of  the  chosen  few  who 
alone  may  participate  in  the  mystery  must  be  set  the  fact  that, 
at  least  during  certain  periods  of  history,  the  Kabbalists  them- 
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selves  have  tried  to  bring  under  their  influence  much  wider 
circles,  and  even  the  whole  nation.  There  is  a certain  analogy 
between  this  development  and  that  of  the  mystery  religions 
of  the  Hellenic  period  of  antiquity,  when  secret  doctrines  of 
an  essentially  mystical  nature  were  diffused  among  an  ever- 
growing number  of  people. 

It  must  be  kept  in  mind  that  in  the  sense  in  which  it  is 
understood  by  the  Kabbalist  himself,  mystical  knowledge  is 
not  his  private  affair  which  has  been  revealed  to  him,  and  to 
him  only,  in  his  personal  experience.  On  the  contrary,  the 
purer  and  more  nearly  perfect  it  is,  the  nearer  it  is  to  the 
original  stock  of  knowledge  common  to  mankind.  To  use  the  ex- 
pression of  the  Kabbalist,  the  knowledge  of  things  human  and 
divine  that  Adam,  the  father  of  mankind,  possessed  is  therefore 
also  the  property  of  the  mystic.  For  this  reason,  the  Kabbalah 
advanced  what  was  at  once  a claim  and  an  hypothesis,  namely, 
that  its  function  was  to  hand  down  to  its  own  disciples  the 
secret  of  God’s  revelation  to  Adam.21  Little  though  this 
claim  is  grounded  in  fact — and  I am  even  inclined  to  believe 
that  many  Kabbalists  did  not  regard  it  seriously — the  fact 
that  such  a claim  was  made  appears  to  me  highly  characteristic 
of  Jewish  mysticism.  Reverence  for  the  traditional  has  always 
been  deeply  rooted  in  Judaism,  and  even  the  mystics,  who  in 
fact  broke  away  from  tradition,  retained  a reverent  attitude 
towards  it;  it  led  them  directly  to  their  conception  of  the 
coincidence  of  true  intuition  and  true  tradition.  This  theory 
has  made  possible  such  a paradox  as  the  Kabbalah  of  Isaac 
Luria,  the  most  influential  system  of  later  Kabbalism,  though 
the  most  difficult.  Nearly  all  the  important  points  and  major 
theses  in  Luria’s  system  are  novel,  one  might  even  say  excit- 
ingly novel — and  yet  they  were  accepted  throughout  as  true 
Kabbalah,  i.e.  traditional  wisdom.  There  was  nobody  to  see 
a contradiction  in  this. 


vii 

Considerations  of  a different  kind  will  take  us  even  deeper 
into  the  understanding  of  the  problem.  I have  already  said 
that  the  mystical  sphere  is  the  meeting-place  of  two  worlds 
or  stages  in  the  development  of  the  human  consciousness:  one 
primitive  and  one  developed,  the  world  of  mythology  and 
that  of  revelation.  This  fact  cannot  be  left  out  of  account 
in  dealing  with  the  Kabbalah.  Whoever  tries  to  gain  a better 
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understanding  of  its  ideas,  without  attempting  anything  in 
the  nature  of  an  apology,  cannot  fail  to  notice  that  it  contains, 
side  by  side  with  a deep  and  sensitive  understanding  of  the 
essence  of  religious  feeling,  a certain  mode  of  thought  charac- 
teristic of  primitive  mythological  thinking.  The  peculiar 
affinity  of  Kabbalist  thought  to  the  world  of  myth  cannot  well 
be  doubted,  and  should  certainly  not  be  obscured  or  lightly 
passed  over  by  those  of  us  to  whom  the  notion  of  a mythical 
domain  within  Judaism  seems  strange  and  paradoxical  and 
who  are  accustomed  to  think  of  Jewish  Monotheism  as  the 
classical  example  of  a religion  which  has  severed  all  links  with 
the  mythical.  It  is,  indeed,  surprising  that  in  the  very  heart 
of  Judaism  ideas  and  notions  sprang  up  which  purported  to 
interpret  its  meaning  better  than  any  others,  and  which  yet 
represent  a relapse  into,  or  if  you  like  a revival  of,  the 
mythical  consciousness.  This  is  particularly  true  of  the  Zohar 
and  the  Lurianic  Kabbalah,  that  is  to  say,  of  those  forms  of 
Jewish  mysticism  which  have  exerted  by  far  the  greatest  in- 
fluence in  Jewish  history  and  which  for  centuries  stood  out 
in  the  popular  mind  as  bearers  of  the  final  and  deepest  truth 
in  Jewish  thought. 

It  is  no  use  getting  indignant  over  these  facts,  as  the  great 
historian  Graetz  did;  they  should  rather  set  us  thinking.  Their 
importance  for  the  history  of  the  Jewish  people,  particularly 
during  the  past  four  centuries,  has  been  far  too  great  to  permit 
them  to  be  ridiculed  and  treated  as  mere  deviations.  Perhaps, 
after  all,  there  is  something  wrong  with  the  popular  conception 
of  Monotheism  as  being  opposed  to  the  mythical;  perhaps 
Monotheism  contains  room  after  all,  on  a deeper  plane,  for 
the  development  of  mythical  lore.  I do  not  believe  that  all 
those  devoted  and  pious  spirits,  practically  the  vast  majority 
of  Ashkenazic  and  Sephardic  Jewry,  ceased,  after  the  exodus 
from  Spain,  to  be  Jews  also  in  the  religious  sense,  only 
because  their  forms  of  belief  appear  to  be  in  manifest  con- 
tradiction with  certain  modern  theories  of  Judaism.  I,  there- 
fore, ask  myself : What  is  the  secret  of  this  tremendous  success 
of  the  Kabbalah  among  our  people?  Why  did  it  succeed  in 
becoming  a decisive  factor  in  our  history,  shaping  the  life  of 
a large  proportion  of  Jewry  over  a period  of  centuries,  while 
its  contemporary,  rational  Jewish  philosophy,  was  incapable 
of  achieving  the  spiritual  hegemony  after  which  it  strove? 
This  is  a pressing  question;  I cannot  accept  the  explanation 
that  the  facts  I have  described  are  solely  due  to  external 
historical  circumstances,  that  persecution  and  decline  weak- 
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ened  the  spirit  of  the  people  and  made  them  seek  refuge  in 
the  darkness  of  Mysticism  because  they  could  not  bear  the 
light  of  Reason.  The  matter  appears  to  me  to  be  more  com- 
plicated, and  I should  like  briefly  to  set  out  my  answer  to 
the  question. 

The  secret  of  the  success  of  the  Kabbalah  lies  in  the  nature 
of  its  relation  to  the  spiritual  heritage  of  rabbinical  Judaism. 
This  relation  differs  from  that  of  rationalist  philosophy,  in 
that  it  is  more  deeply  and  in  a more  vital  sense  connected 
with  the  main  forces  active  in  Judaism. 

Undoubtedly  both  the  mystics  and  the  philosophers  com- 
pletely transform  the  structure  of  ancient  Judaism;  both  have 
lost  the  simple  relation  to  Judaism,  that  naivete  which  speaks 
to  us  from  the  classical  documents  of  Rabbinical  literature. 
Classical  Judaism  expressed  itself:  it  did  not  reflect  upon 
itself.  By  contrast,  to  the  mystics  and  the  philosophers  of  a 
later  stage  of  religious  development  Judaism  itself  has  become 
problematical.  Instead  of  simply  speaking  their  minds,  they 
tend  to  produce  an  ideology  of  Judaism,  an  ideology  moreover 
which  comes  to  the  rescue  of  tradition  by  giving  it  a new 
interpretation.  It  is  not  as  though  the  rise  of  Jewish  philosophy 
and  of  Jewish  mysticism  took  place  in  widely  separated  ages, 
or  as  though  the  Kabbalah,  as  Graetz  saw  it,  was  a reaction 
against  a wave  of  rationalism.  Rather  the  two  movements 
are  interrelated  and  interdependent.  Neither  were  they  from 
the  start  manifestly  opposed  to  each  other,  a fact  which  is 
often  overlooked.  On  the  contrary,  the  rationalism  of  some 
of  the  philosophical  enlighteners  frequently  betrays  a mystical 
tendency;  and  conversely,  the  mystic  who  has  not  yet  learnt  to 
speak  in  his  own  language  often  uses  and  misuses  the  vocabu- 
lary of  philosophy.  Only  very  gradually  did  the  Kabbalists, 
rather  than  the  philosophers,  begin  to  perceive  the  implications 
of  their  own  ideas,  the  conflict  between  a purely  philosophical 
interpretation  of  the  world,  and  an  attitude  which  progresses 
from  rational  thought  to  irrational  meditation,  and  from 
there  to  the  mystical  interpretation  of  the  universe. 

What  many  mystics  felt  towards  philosophy  was  succinctly 
expressed  by  Rabbi  Moses  of  Burgos  (end  of  the  13th  cen- 
tury). When  he  heard  the  philosophers  praised,  he  used  to 
say  angrily:  “You  ought  to  know  that  these  philosophers 
whose  wisdom  you  are  praising,  end  where  we  begin.”22 
Actually  this  means  two  things:  on  the  one  hand,  it  means 
that  the  Kabbalists  are  largely  concerned  with  the  investigation 
of  a sphere  of  religious  reality  which  lies  quite  outside  the 
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orbit  of  mediaeval  Jewish  philosophy;  their  purpose  is  to 
discover  a new  stratum  of  the  religious  consciousness.  On 
the  other  hand,  though  R.  Moses  may  not  have  intended  to 
say  this,  they  stand  on  the  shoulders  of  the  philosophers  and 
it  is  easier  for  them  to  see  a little  farther  than  their  rivals. 

To  repeat,  the  Kabbalah  certainly  did  not  arise  as  a reaction 
against  philosophical  “enlightenment,”  23  but  once  it  was  there 
it  is  true  that  its  function  was  that  of  an  opposition  to  it.  At 
the  same  time,  an  intellectual  dispute  went  on  between  the 
Kabbalah  and  the  forces  of  the  philosophical  movement 
which  left  deep  marks  upon  the  former’s  structure.  In  my 
opinion,  there  is  a direct  connection  between  Jehudah  Halevi, 
the  most  Jewish  of  Jewish  philosophers,  and  the  Kabbalists. 
For  the  legitimate  trustees  of  his  spiritual  heritage  have  been 
the  mystics,  and  not  the  succeeding  generations  of  Jewish 
philosophers. 

The  Kabbalists  employed  the  ideas  and  conceptions  of 
orthodox  theology,  but  the  magic  hand  of  mysticism  opened 
up  hidden  sources  of  new  life  in  the  heart  of  many  scholastic 
ideas  and  abstractions.  Philosophers  may  shake  their  heads 
at  what  must  appear  to  them  a misunderstanding  of  the 
meaning  of  philosophical  ideas.  But  what  from  the  philoso- 
pher’s point  of  view  represents  a flaw  in  the  conception  can 
constitute  its  greatness  and  dignity  in  the  religious  sense.  After 
all,  a misunderstanding  is  often  nothing  but  the  paradoxical 
abbreviation  of  an  original  line  of  thought.  And  it  is  precisely 
such  misunderstanding  which  has  frequently  become  pro- 
ductive of  new  ideas  in  the  mystical  sphere. 

Let  us  take,  as  an  example  of  what  I have  said,  the  idea 
of  “creation  out  of  nothing.”  In  the  dogmatic  disputations  of 
Jewish  philosophy,  the  question  whether  Judaism  implies 
belief  in  this  concept,  and  if  so,  in  what  precise  sense,  has 
played  an  important  part.  I shall  not  go  into  the  difficulties 
with  which  the  orthodox  theologians  found  themselves  faced 
whenever  they  tried  to  preserve  the  full  meaning  of  this  idea 
of  creation  out  of  nothing.  Viewed  in  its  simplest  sense,  it 
affirms  the  creation  of  the  world  by  God  out  of  something 
which  is  neither  God  Himself  nor  any  kind  of  existence, 
but  simply  the  non-existent.  The  mystics,  too,  speak  of  creation 
out  of  nothing;  in  fact,  it  is  one  of  their  favorite  formulae. 
But  in  their  case  the  orthodoxy  of  the  term  conceals  a meaning 
which  differs  considerably  from  the  original  one.  This  Nothing 
from  which  everything  has  sprung  is  by  no  means  a mere 
negation;  only  to  us  does  it  present  no  attributes  because  it 
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is  beyond  the  reach  of  intellectual  knowledge.  In  truth,  how- 
ever, this  Nothing — to  quote  one  of  the  Kabbalists — is  in- 
finitely more  real  than  all  other  reality.24  Only  when  the  soul 
has  stripped  itself  of  all  limitation  and,  in  mystical  language, 
has  descended  into  the  depths  of  Nothing  does  it  encounter 
the  Divine.  For  this  Nothing  comprises  a wealth  of  mystical 
reality  although  it  cannot  be  defined.  “Un  Dieu  defini  serait 
un  Dieu  fini.”  In  a word,  it  signifies  the  Divine  itself,  in  its 
most  impenetrable  guise.  And,  in  fact,  creation  out  of  nothing 
means  to  many  mystics  just  creation  out  of  God.  Creation  out 
of  nothing  thus  becomes  the  symbol  of  emanation,  that  is  to 
say,  of  an  idea  which,  in  the  history  of  philosophy  and 
theology,  stands  farthest  removed  from  it. 


viii 

Let  us  return  to  our  original  problem.  As  we  have  seen,  the 
renaissance  of  Judaism  on  a new  plane  is  the  common  concern 
of  both  the  mystics  and  the  philosophers.  For  all  that,  there 
remains  a very  considerable  difference,  a good  example  of 
which  is  afforded  by  the  conception  of  Sithre  Torah,  or 
“Secrets  of  the  Law.”  The  philosophers  no  less  than  the  mystics 
talk  of  discovering  these  secrets,  using  this  esoteric  phraseology 
with  a profusion  hardly  distinguishable  from  the  style  of  the 
real  esoterics  and  Kabbalists.  But  what  are  these  secrets 
according  to  the  philosopher?  They  are  the  truths  of  philoso- 
phy, the  truths  of  the  metaphysics  or  ethics  of  Aristotle,  or 
Alfarabi  or  Avicenna;  truths,  in  other  words,  which  were 
capable  of  being  discovered  outside  the  sphere  of  religion 
and  which  were  projected  into  the  old  books  by  way  of 
allegorical  or  typological  interpretation.  The  documents  of 
religion  are  therefore  not  conceived  as  expressing  a separate 
and  distinct  world  of  religious  truth  and  reality,  but  rather  as 
giving  a simplified  description  of  the  relations  which  exist 
between  the  ideas  of  philosophy.  The  story  of  Abraham  and 
Sarah,  of  Lot  and  his  wife,  of  the  Twelve  Tribes,  etc.,  are 
simply  descriptions  of  the  relation  between  matter  and  form, 
spirit  and  matter,  or  the  faculties  of  the  mind.  Even  where 
allegorization  was  not  pushed  to  such  absurd  extremes,  the 
tendency  was  to  regard  the  Torah  as  a mere  vehicle  of  philo- 
sophic truth,  though  indeed  one  particularly  exalted  and 
perfect. 

In  other  words,  the  philosopher  can  only  proceed  with  his 
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proper  task  after  having  successfully  converted  the  concrete 
realities  of  Judaism  into  a bundle  of  abstractions.  The  in- 
dividual phenomenon  is  to  him  no  object  of  his  philosophical 
speculation.  By  contrast,  the  mystic  refrains  from  destroying 
the  living  texture  of  religious  narrative  by  allegorizing  it, 
although  allegory  plays  an  important  part  in  the  writings  of 
a great  many  Kabbalists.  His  essential  mode  of  thinking  is 
what  I should  like  to  call  symbolical  in  the  strictest  sense. 

This  point  requires  a little  further  explanation.  Allegory 
consists  of  an  infinite  network  of  meanings  and  correlations 
in  which  everything  can  become  a representation  of  every- 
thing else,  but  all  within  the  limits  of  language  and  expression. 
To  that  extent  it  is  possible  to  speak  of  allegorical  immanence. 
That  which  is  expressed  by  and  in  the  allegorical  sign  is  in 
the  first  instance  something  which  has  its  own  meaningful 
context,  but  by  becoming  allegorical  this  something  loses  its 
own  meaning  and  becomes  the  vehicle  of  something  else. 
Indeed  the  allegory  arises,  as  it  were,  from  the  gap  which 
at  this  point  opens  between  the  form  and  its  meaning.  The 
two  are  no  longer  indissolubly  welded  together;  the  meaning 
is  no  longer  restricted  to  that  particular  form,  nor  the  form 
any  longer  to  that  particular  meaningful  content.  What  appears 
in  the  allegory,  in  short,  is  the  infinity  of  meaning  which 
attaches  to  every  representation.  The  “Mysteries  of  the  Torah” 
which  I just  mentioned  were  for  the  philosophers  the  natural 
subject  of  an  allegorical  interpretation  which  gave  expression 
to  a new  form  of  the  mediaeval  mind  as  much  as  it  implied 
a veiled  criticism  of  the  old. 

Allegorization  was  also,  as  I have  said,  a constant  preoccu- 
pation of  the  Kabbalists,  and  it  was  not  on  this  ground  that 
they  differed  from  the  philosophers;  nor  was  it  the  main 
constituent  of  their  faith  and  their  method.  We  must  look  for 
this  in  the  attention  they  gave  to  the  symbol — a form  of 
expression  which  radically  transcends  the  sphere  of  allegory. 
In  the  mystical  symbol  a reality  which  in  itself  has,  for  us, 
no  form  or  shape  becomes  transparent  and,  as  it  were,  visible, 
through  the  medium  of  another  reality  which  clothes  its 
content  with  visible  and  expressible  meaning,  as  for  example 
the  cross  for  the  Christian.  The  thing  which  becomes  a symbol 
retains  its  original  form  and  its  original  content.  It  does  not 
become,  so  to  speak,  an  empty  shell  into  which  another 
content  is  poured;  in  itself,  through  its  own  existence,  it  makes 
another  reality  transparent  which  cannot  appear  in  any  other 
form.  If  allegory  can  be  defined  as  the  representation  of  an 
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expressible  something  by  another  expressible  something,  the 
mystical  symbol  is  an  expressible  representation  of  something 
which  lies  beyond  the  sphere  of  expression  and  communication, 
something  which  comes  from  a sphere  whose  face  is,  as  it  were, 
turned  inward  and  away  from  us.  A hidden  and  inexpressible 
reality  finds  its  expression  in  the  symbol.  If  the  symbol  is  thus 
also  a sign  or  representation  it  is  nevertheless  more  than  that. 

For  the  Kabbalist,  too,  every  existing  thing  is  endlessly 
correlated  with  the  whole  of  creation;  for  him,  too,  everything 
mirrors  everything  else.  But  beyond  that  he  discovers  some- 
thing else  which  is  not  covered  by  the  allegorical  network: 
a reflection  of  the  true  transcendence.  The  symbol  “signifies” 
nothing  and  communicates  nothing,  but  makes  something 
transparent  which  is  beyond  all  expression.  Where  deeper 
insight  into  the  structure  of  the  allegory  uncovers  fresh  layers 
of  meaning,  the  symbol  is  intuitively  understood  all  at  once — 
or  not  at  all.  The  symbol  in  which  the  life  of  the  Creator  and 
that  of  creation  become  one,  is — to  use  Creuzer’s  words  25 — 
“a  beam  of  light  which,  from  the  dark  and  abysmal  depths  of 
existence  and  cognition,  falls  into  our  eye  and  penetrates  our 
whole  being.”  It  is  a “momentary  totality”  which  is  perceived 
intuitively  in  a mystical  now — the  dimension  of  time  proper 
to  the  symbol. 

Of  such  symbols  the  world  of  Kabbalism  is  full,  nay  the 
whole  world  is  to  the  Kabbalist  such  a corpus  symbolicum. 
Out  of  the  reality  of  creation,  without  the  latter’s  existence 
being  denied  or  annihilated,  the  inexpressible  mystery  of  the 
Godhead  becomes  visible.  In  particular  the  religious  acts 
commanded  by  the  Torah,  the  mitswoth,  are  to  the  Kabbalist 
symbols  in  which  a deeper  and  hidden  sphere  of  reality  be- 
comes transparent.  The  infinite  shines  through  the  finite  and 
makes  it  more  and  not  less  real.  This  brief  summary  gives 
us  some  idea  of  the  profound  difference  between  the  philoso- 
phers’ allegorical  interpretation  of  religion  and  its  symbolical 
understanding  by  the  mystics.  It  may  be  of  interest  to  note 
that  in  the  comprehensive  commentary  on  the  Torah  written 
by  a great  mystic  of  the  thirteenth  century,  Moses  Nahmanides, 
there  are  many  symbolical  interpretations  as  defined  here, 
but  not  a single  instance  of  allegory. 


ix 

The  difference  becomes  clear  if  we  consider  the  attitude  of 
philosophy  and  Kabbalah  respectively  to  the  two  outstanding 
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creative  manifestations  of  Rabbinical  Jewry:  Halakhah  and 
Aggadah,  Law  and  Legend.  It  is  a remarkable  fact  that  the 
philosophers  failed  to  establish  a satisfactory  and  intimate 
relation  to  either.  They  showed  themselves  unable  to  make 
the  spirit  of  Halakhah  and  Aggadah,  both  elements  which 
expressed  a fundamental  urge  of  the  Jewish  soul,  productive 
by  transforming  them  into  something  new. 

Let  us  begin  with  the  Halakhah,  the  world  of  sacred  law 
and,  therefore,  the  most  important  factor  in  the  actual  life 
of  ancient  Jewry.  Alexander  Altmann,  in  raising  the  question: 
What  is  Jewish  Theology?  is  quite  justified  in  regarding  as 
one  of  the  decisive  weaknesses  of  classical  Jewish  philosophy 
the  fact  that  it  ignored  the  problem  presented  by  the  Hala- 
khah.26 The  whole  world  of  religious  law  remained  outside  the 
orbit  of  philosophical  inquiry,  which  means  of  course,  too, 
that  it  was  not  subjected  to  philosophical  criticism.  It  is  not 
as  if  the  philosopher  denied  or  defied  this  world.  He,  too, 
lived  in  it  and  bowed  to  it,  but  it  never  became  part  and 
parcel  of  his  work  as  a philosopher.  It  furnished  no  material 
for  his  thoughts.  This  fact,  which  is  indeed  undeniable,  is 
particularly  glaring  in  the  case  of  thinkers  like  Maimonides 
and  Saadia,  in  whom  the  converging  streams  meet.  They  fail 
entirely  to  establish  a true  synthesis  of  the  two  elements, 
Halakhah  and  philosophy,  a fact  which  has  already  been 
pointed  out  by  Samuel  David  Luzzatto.  Maimonides,  for 
instance,  begins  the  Mishneh  Torah,  his  great  codification  of 
the  Halakhah,  with  a philosophical  chapter  which  has  no 
relation  whatever  to  the  Halakhah  itself.  The  synthesis  of 
the  spheres  remains  sterile,  and  the  genius  of  the  man  whose 
spirit  moulded  them  into  a semblance  of  union  cannot  obscure 
their  intrinsic  disparity. 

For  a purely  historical  understanding  of  religion,  Maimon- 
ides’ analysis  of  the  origin  of  the  mitswoth,  the  religious 
commandments,  is  of  great  importance,27  but  he  would  be 
a bold  man  who  would  maintain  that  his  theory  of  the  mits- 
woth was  likely  to  increase  the  enthusiasm  of  the  faithful 
for  their  actual  practice,  likely  to  augment  their  immediate 
appeal  to  religious  feeling.  If  the  prohibition  against  seething 
a kid  in  its  mother’s  milk  and  many  similar  irrational  com- 
mandments are  explicable  as  polemics  against  long-forgotten 
pagan  rites,  if  the  offering  of  sacrifice  is  a concession  to  the 
primitive  mind,  if  other  mitswoth  carry  with  them  antiquated 
moral  and  philosophical  ideas — how  can  one  expect  the  com- 
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munity  to  remain  faithful  to  practices  of  which  the  antecedents 
have  long  since  disappeared  or  of  which  the  aims  can  be 
attained  directly  through  philosophical  reasoning?  To  the 
philosopher,  the  Halakhah  either  had  no  significance  at  all, 
or  one  that  was  calculated  to  diminish  rather  than  to  enhance 
its  prestige  in  his  eyes. 

Entirely  different  was  the  attitude  of  the  Kabbalists.  For 
them  the  Halakhah  never  became  a province  of  thought 
in  which  they  felt  themselves  strangers.  Right  from  the  be- 
ginning and  with  growing  determination,  they  sought  to 
master  the  world  of  the  Halakhah  as  a whole  and  in  every 
detail.  From  the  outset,  an  ideology  of  the  Halakhah  is  one 
of  their  aims.  But  in  their  interpretation  of  the  religious 
commandments  these  are  not  represented  as  allegories  of 
more  or  less  profound  ideas,  or  as  pedagogical  measures,  but 
rather  as  the  performance  of  a secret  rite  (or  mystery  in  the 
sense  in  which  the  term  was  used  by  the  Ancients).28 

Whether  one  is  appalled  or  not  by  this  transformation  of 
the  Halakhah  into  a sacrament,  a mystery  rite,  by  this  revival 
of  myth  in  the  very  heart  of  Judaism,  the  fact  remains  that 
it  was  this  transformation  which  raised  the  Halakhah  to  a 
position  of  incomparable  importance  for  the  mystic,  and 
strengthened  its  hold  over  the  people.  Every  mitswoth  became 
an  event  of  cosmic  importance,  an  act  which  had  a bearing 
upon  the  dynamics  of  the  universe.  The  religious  Jew  became 
a protagonist  in  the  drama  of  the  world;  he  manipulated  the 
strings  behind  the  scene.  Or,  to  use  a less  extravagant  simile, 
if  the  whole  universe  is  an  enormous  complicated  machine, 
then  man  is  the  machinist  who  keeps  the  wheels  going  by 
applying  a few  drops  of  oil  here  and  there,  and  at  the  right 
time.  The  moral  substance  of  man’s  action  supplies  this  “oil,” 
and  his  existence  therefore  becomes  of  extreme  significance, 
since  it  unfolds  on  a background  of  cosmic  infinitude. 

The  danger  of  theosophical  schematism  or,  as  S.  R.  Hirsch 
put  it,22  of  “magical  mechanism”  is,  of  course,  inherent  in 
such  an  interpretation  of  the  Torah,  and  it  has  more  than 
once  raised  its  head  in  the  development  of  Kabbalism.  There 
is  danger  of  imagining  a magical  mechanism  to  be  operative 
in  every  sacramental  action,  and  this  imagination  is  attended 
by  a decline  in  the  essential  spontaneity  of  religious  action. 
But  then  this  conflict  is  inseparable  from  any  and  every 
fulfilment  of  a religious  command,  since  every  prescribed 
duty  is  also  conceived  as  assumed  willingly  and  spontaneously. 
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The  antinomy  is,  in  fact,  inescapable,  and  can  only  be  over- 
come by  religious  feeling  so  long  as  it  is  strong  and  unbroken. 
When  it  begins  to  flag,  the  contradiction  between  command 
and  free-will  increases  in  proportion  and  eventually  gathers 
sufficient  force  to  become  destructive. 

By  interpreting  every  religious  act  as  a mystery,  even  where 
its  meaning  was  clear  for  all  to  see  or  was  expressly  men- 
tioned in  the  written  or  oral  Law,  a strong  link  was  forged 
between  Kabbalah  and  Halakhah,  which  appears  to  me  to 
have  been,  in  large  part,  responsible  for  the  influence  of 
Kabbalistic  thought  over  the  minds  and  hearts  of  successive 
generations. 

A good  deal  of  similarity  to  what  I have  said  about  the 
Halakhah  is  apparent  in  the  attitude  of  philosophers  and 
mystics,  respectively,  to  the  Aggadah.  Here  too,  their  ways 
part  right  from  the  beginning.  The  Aggadah  is  a wonderful 
mirror  of  spontaneous  religious  life  and  feeling  during  the 
rabbinical  period  of  Judaism.  In  particular,  it  represents  a 
method  of  giving  original  and  concrete  expression  to  the 
deepest  motive-powers  of  the  religious  Jew,  a quality  which 
helps  to  make  it  an  excellent  and  genuine  approach  to  the 
essentials  of  our  religion.  However,  it  was  just  this  quality 
which  never  ceased  to  baffle  the  philosophers  of  Judaism. 
Their  treatment  of  the  Aggadah,  except  where  it  pointed  an 
ethical  moral,  is  embarrassed  and  fumbling.  They  almost 
certainly  regarded  it  as  a stumbling-block  rather  than  as  a 
precious  heritage,  let  alone  a key  to  a mystery.  And  thus  it 
is  not  surprising  that  their  allegorical  interpretation  of  its 
meaning  reflects  an  attitude  which  is  not  that  of  the  Aggadah. 
Only  too  frequently  their  allegorizations  are  simply,  as  I have 
said,  veiled  criticism. 

Here  again  the  Kabbalists  conceive  their  task  differently, 
although  it  also  involves  a transformation  of  the  subject’s 
meaning.  It  would  be  too  much  to  say  that  they  leave  the 
meaning  of  the  Aggadah  intact.  What  makes  them  differ  from 
the  philosophers  is  the  fact  that  for  them  the  Aggadah  is 
not  just  a dead  letter.  They  live  in  a world  historically  con- 
tinuous with  it,  and  they  are  able,  therefore,  to  enhance  it, 
though  in  the  spirit  of  mysticism.  Aggadic  productivity  has 
been  a constant  element  of  Kabbalistic  literature,  and  only 
when  the  former  disappears  will  the  latter,  too,  be  doomed  to 
extinction.  The  whole  of  Aggadah  can  in  a way  be  regarded 
as  a popular  mythology  of  the  Jewish  universe.  Now,  this 
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mythical  element  which  is  deeply  rooted  in  the  creative 
forms  of  Aggadic  production,  operates  on  different  planes 
in  the  old  Aggadah  and  in  Kabbalism.  The  difference  between 
the  Aggadic  production  of  the  Kabbalah  and  that  of  the  early 
Midrash  can  be  easily  gauged:  in  the  Aggadah  of  the 
Kabbalists  the  events  take  place  on  a considerably  wider 
stage,  a stage  with  a cosmic  horizon.  Earth  and  heaven  meet 
already  in  the  ancient  Aggadah,  but  now  an  even  greater 
stress  is  laid  on  the  heavenly  element  which  comes  more  and 
more  to  the  fore.  All  events  assume  gigantic  dimensions  and 
a wider  significance;  the  steps  of  the  heroes  of  the  Kabbalistic 
Aggadah  are  directed  by  hidden  forces  from  mysterious 
regions,  while  their  doings  react,  at  the  same  time,  upon  the 
upper  world.  Seen  that  way,  there  is  nothing  more  instructive 
than  a comparison  between  the  two  great  and  truly  compre- 
hensive collections,  or  Yalkutim,  each  one  representing,  re- 
spectively, one  of  the  two  types  of  Aggadic  creation.  The 
compiler  of  the  Yalkut  Shim'oni  collected  in  the  thirteenth 
century  the  old  Aggadahs  which,  as  preserved  by  the  Midrashic 
literature,  accompanied  the  Biblical  text.  In  the  Yalkut  Reubeni, 
on  the  other  hand,  we  have  a collection  of  the  Aggadic  output 
of  the  Kabbalists  during  five  centuries.  The  latter  highly 
interesting  work  which  was  compiled  during  the  second  half 
of  the  seventeenth  century  bears  full  witness  to  the  growing 
strength  and  preponderance  of  the  mythical  element  and  to 
the  great  difference  between  Aggadah  and  Kabbalah  in  their 
interpretation  of  the  stories  of  Biblical  heroes.  At  the  same 
time  it  is  obvious  that  in  comparison  with  the  older  Aggadah 
the  realistic  element  in  the  later  Aggadah  has  decreased  be- 
cause the  realistic  foundations,  in  which  Jewish  life  was 
rooted,  have  grown  more  and  more  narrow.  In  fact,  this 
explanation  falls  in  well  with  the  historical  experience  of  the 
different  generations.  The  old  Aggadah  is  fed  by  deep  and 
comprehensive  experience;  the  life  which  it  reflects  has  not 
yet  become  colourless,  nor  did  it  lose  its  impetus.  The  Kab- 
balistic Aggadah,  in  contrast,  reflects  a narrow  and  circum- 
scribed life  which  sought,  nay,  was  compelled  to  seek, 
inspiration  from  hidden  worlds,  as  the  real  world  turned  for 
them  into  the  world  of  the  Ghetto.  The  Aggadic  myth  of  the 
Yalkut  Reubeni  expresses  the  historical  experience  of  the  Jewish 
people  after  the  Crusades,  and  we  may  say  that  it  is  expressed 
with  rather  greater  force  because  it  is  not  directly  mentioned 
at  all.  The  depth  of  the  penetration  into  the  hidden  worlds 
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which  can  be  encountered  here  at  every  step  stands  in  direct 
proportion  to  the  shrinking  perimeter  of  their  historical  experi- 
ence. There  is  thus  a mighty  difference  of  function  between 
the  two  types  of  Aggadic  creation  but  no  difference  of  essence. 

There  is  another  point  worth  mentioning.  No  Kabbalist  was 
ever  embarrassed  by  or  ashamed  of  an  old  Aggadah;  in  par- 
ticular those  Aggadahs,  which  were  anathema  to  “enlightened” 
Jews,  were  enthusiastically  hailed  by  the  Kabbalists  as  symbols 
of  their  own  interpretation  of  the  Universe.  The  anthropo- 
morphical and  paradoxical  Aggadahs  belong  to  this  class,  as 
well  as  certain  epigrams,  such  as  R.  Abbahu’s  saying,  that 
before  making  this  world  God  made  many  others  and  destroyed 
them  because  he  did  not  like  them.80  The  philosophers,  who 
had  passed  through  the  school  of  Aristotle,  never  felt  at  home 
in  the  world  of  Midrash.  But  the  more  extravagant  and 
paradoxical  these  Aggadahs  appeared  to  them,  the  more  were 
the  Kabbalists  convinced  that  they  were  one  of  the  keys  to 
the  mystical  realm.  Their  vocabulary  and  favorite  similes  show 
traces  of  Aggadic  influence  in  proportions  equal  to  those  of 
philosophy  and  Gnosticism;  Scripture  being,  of  course,  the 
strongest  element  of  all. 


x 

What  has  been  said  of  the  Halakhah  and  the  Aggadah  is  also 
true  of  the  liturgy,  the  world  of  prayer;  the  last  of  the  three 
domains  in  which  the  religious  spirit  of  post-Biblical  Judaism 
has  found  its  classical  expression.  Here  too  the  conclusion 
is  inescapable  that  the  philosophers  had  little  of  value  to  con- 
tribute. Of  entire  prayers  written  by  philosophers  only  a few 
have  been  preserved,  and  these  are  often  somewhat  anaemic 
and  half-hearted  in  their  approach,  especially  where  the 
authors  were  not,  like  Solomon  ibn  Gabirol  and  Jehudah 
Halevi,  motivated  in  the  last  resort  by  mystical  leanings. 
There  is  in  many  of  them  a curious  lack  of  true  religious 
feeling.  The  case  is  entirely  different  when  we  turn  to  the 
Kabbalistic  attitude  towards  prayer;  there  is  perhaps  no 
clearer  sign  that  Kabbalism  is  essentially  a religious  and  not 
a speculative  phenomenon.  The  novelty  of  its  attitude  to 
prayer  can  be  viewed  under  two  aspects:  the  vast  number  of 
prayers  whose  authors  were  mystics  themselves,  and  the  mysti- 
cal interpretation  of  the  old  traditional  community  prayers — 
the  backbone  of  Jewish  liturgy. 

To  begin  with  the  former,  it  is  hardly  surprising  that  the 
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new  religious  revelation,  peculiar  to  the  visionaries  of  the 
Kabbalah,  for  which  there  existed  no  liturgical  equivalent  in 
the  older  prayers,  strove  after  some  form  of  expression  and 
had  already  inspired  the  earliest  mystics  to  write  their  own 
prayers.  The  first  prayers  of  a mystical  character,  which  can 
be  traced  back  to  the  Kabbalists  of  Provence  and  Catalonia,31 
are  carried  forward  by  a long  and  varied  tradition  to  the 
prayers  in  which,  about  1820,  Nathan  of  Nemirov,  the  disciple 
of  Rabbi  Nahman  of  Brazlav,  gave  valid  expression  to  the 
world  of  Hasidic  Zaddikism.32  This  mystical  prayer,  which 
bears  little  outward  resemblance  to  the  older  liturgy,  and  in 
particular  of  course  to  the  classical  forms  of  communal  prayer, 
flows  from  the  new  religious  experience  to  which  the  Kab- 
balists were  entitled  to  lay  claim.  Often  these  prayers  bear 
the  mark  of  directness  and  simplicity,  and  give  plain  expres- 
sion to  the  common  concern  of  every  form  of  mysticism.  But 
not  infrequently  their  language  is  that  of  the  symbol  and  their 
style  reveals  the  secret  pathos  of  magical  conjuration.  This 
has  found  a profound  expression  in  the  mystical  interpretation 
of  the  phrase  of  Psalms  130:1  “Out  of  the  depths  I have 
called  unto  Thee”;  which,  according  to  the  Zohar,  means  not 
“I  have  called  unto  Thee  from  the  depths  [where  I am]”  but 
“from  the  depths  [in  which  Thou  art]  I call  Thee  up.”  33 
But  side  by  side  with  these  original  productions  of  the 
Kabbalistic  spirit  we  find  from  the  earliest  beginnings  down 
to  our  time  another  tendency,  that  of  mystical  reinterpreta- 
tion of  the  traditional  community  liturgy  which  transforms  it 
into  a symbol  of  the  mystical  way  and  the  way  of  the  world 
itself.  This  transformation,  which  has  meant  a great  deal  for 
the  true  life  of  the  Kabbalist,  has  become  crystallized  in  the 
conception  of  Kawwanah,  i.e.  mystical  intention  or  concen- 
tration, which  is  its  instrument 34  In  the  words  of  the  liturgy 
as  in  the  old  Aggadahs,  the  Kabbalists  found  a way  to  hidden 
worlds  and  the  first  causes  of  all  existence.  They  developed 
a technique  of  meditation  which  enabled  them  to  extract,  as  it 
were,  the  mystical  prayer  from  the  exoteric  prayer  of  the 
community  the  text  of  which  followed  a fixed  pattern.  The 
fact  that  this  form  of  prayer  was  conceived  not  as  a free 
effusion  of  the  soul  but  as  a mystical  act  in  the  strict  sense  of 
the  term,  as  an  act,  that  is  to  say,  which  is  directly  linked 
with  the  inner  cosmic  process,  invests  this  conception  of 
Kawwanah  with  a solemnity  which  not  only  approaches  but 
also  passes  the  border  of  the  magical.  It  is  significant  that  of  all 
the  various  forms  of  Kabbalistic  thought  and  practice  this 
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meditative  mysticism  of  prayer  has  alone  survived  and  has 
taken  the  place  of  all  the  others.  At  the  end  of  a long  process 
of  development  in  which  Kabbalism,  paradoxical  though  it 
may  sound,  has  influenced  the  course  of  Jewish  history,  it  has 
become  again  what  it  was  in  the  beginning:  the  esoteric  wis- 
dom of  small  groups  of  men  out  of  touch  with  life  and  without 
any  influence  on  it. 


xi 

As  I have  already  said,  mysticism  represents,  to  a certain 
extent,  a revival  of  mythical  lore.  This  brings  us  to  another 
and  very  serious  point  which  I should  like  at  least  to  mention. 
The  Jewish  mystic  lives  and  acts  in  perpetual  rebellion  against 
a world  with  which  he  strives  with  all  his  zeal  to  be  at  peace. 
Conversely,  this  fact  is  responsible  for  the  profound  ambiguity 
of  his  outlook,  and  it  also  explains  the  apparent  self-contradic- 
tion inherent  in  a great  many  Kabbalist  symbols  and  images. 
The  great  symbols  of  the  Kabbalah  certainly  spring  from  the 
depths  of  a creative  and  genuinely  Jewish  religious  feeling, 
but  at  the  same  time  they  are  invariably  tinged  by  the  world 
of  mythology.  In  the  lectures  on  the  Zohar  and  on  Lurianic 
Kabbalism  I shall  give  a number  of  particularly  outstanding 
instances  of  this  fact.  Failing  this  mythical  element,  the 
ancient  Jewish  mystics  would  have  been  unable  to  compress 
into  language  the  substance  of  their  inner  experience.  It  was 
Gnosticism,  one  of  the  last  great  manifestations  of  mythology 
in  religious  thought,  and  definitely  conceived  in  the  struggle 
against  Judaism  as  the  conqueror  of  mythology,  which  lent 
figures  of  speech  to  the  Jewish  mystic. 

The  importance  of  this  paradox  can  hardly  be  exaggerated; 
it  must  be  kept  in  mind  that  the  whole  meaning  and  purpose 
of  those  ancient  myths  and  metaphors  whose  remainders  the 
editors  of  the  book  Bahir,  and  therefore  the  whole  Kabbalah, 
inherited  from  the  Gnostics,35  was  simply  the  subversion  of 
a law  which  had,  at  one  time,  disturbed  and  broken  the  order 
of  the  mythical  world.  Thus  through  wide  and  scattered 
provinces  of  Kabbalism,  the  revenge  of  myth  upon  its  con- 
queror is  clear  for  all  to  see,  and  together  with  it  we  find  an 
abundant  display  of  contradictory  symbols.  It  is  character- 
istic of  Kabbalistic  theology  in  its  systematical  forms  that  it 
attempts  to  construct  and  to  describe  a world  in  which  some- 
thing of  the  mythical  has  again  come  to  life,  in  terms  of 
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thought  which  exclude  the  mythical  element.  However,  it  is 
this  contradiction  which  more  than  anything  else  explains  the 
extraordinary  success  of  Kabbalism  in  Jewish  history. 

Mystics  and  philosophers  are,  as  it  were,  both  aristocrats  of 
thought;  yet  Kabbalism  succeeded  in  establishing  a connection 
between  its  own  world  and  certain  elemental  impulses  operative 
in  every  human  mind.  It  did  not  turn  its  back  upon  the 
primitive  side  of  life,  that  all-important  region  where  mortals 
are  afraid  of  life  and  in  fear  of  death,  and  derive  scant  wisdom 
from  rational  philosophy.  Philosophy  ignored  these  fears,  out 
of  whose  substance  man  wove  myths,  and  in  turning  its  back 
upon  the  primitive  side  of  man’s  existence,  it  paid  a high  price 
in  losing  touch  with  him  altogether.  For  it  is  cold  comfort 
to  those  who  are  plagued  by  genuine  fear  and  sorrow  to  be 
told  that  their  troubles  are  but  the  workings  of  their  own 
imagination. 

The  fact  of  the  existence  of  evil  in  the  world  is  the  main 
touchstone  of  this  difference  between  the  philosophic  and  the 
Kabbalistic  outlook.  On  the  whole,  the  philosophers  of  Judaism 
treat  the  existence  of  evil  as  something  meaningless  in  itself. 
Some  of  them  have  shown  themselves  only  too  proud  of  this 
negation  of  evil  as  one  of  the  fundamentals  of  what  they  call 
rational  Judaism.  Hermann  Cohen  has  said  with  great  clarity 
and  much  conviction:  “Evil  is  non-existent.  It  is  nothing  but  a 
concept  derived  from  the  concept  of  freedom.  A power  of  evil 
exists  only  in  myth."  36  One  may  doubt  the  philosophical  truth 
of  this  statement,  but  assuming  its  truth  it  is  obvious  that 
something  can  be  said  for  “myth”  in  its  struggle  with  “philoso- 
phy.” To  most  Kabbalists,  as  true  seal-bearers  of  the  world 
of  myth,  the  existence  of  evil  is,  at  any  rate,  one  of  the  most 
pressing  problems,  and  one  which  keeps  them  continuously 
occupied  with  attempts  to  solve  it.  They  have  a strong  sense 
of  the  reality  of  evil  and  the  dark  horror  that  is  about  every- 
thing living.  They  do  not,  like  the  philosophers,  seek  to  evade 
its  existence  with  the  aid  of  a convenient  formula;  rather  do 
they  try  to  penetrate  into  its  depth.  And  by  doing  so,  they 
unwittingly  establish  a connection  between  their  own  strivings 
and  the  vital  interests  of  popular  belief — you  may  call  it  super- 
stition— and  all  of  those  concrete  manifestations  of  Jewish 
life  in  which  these  fears  found  their  expression.  It  is  a para- 
doxical fact  that  none  other  than  the  Kabbalists,  through  their 
interpretation  of  various  religious  acts  and  customs,  have 
made  it  clear  what  they  signified  to  the  average  believer,  if  not 
what  they  really  meant  from  the  beginning.  Jewish  folklore 
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stands  as  a living  proof  of  this  contention,  as  has  been  shown 
by  modern  research  in  respect  of  some  particularly  well-known 
examples.37 

It  would  be  idle  to  deny  that  Kabbalistic  thought  lost  much 
of  its  magnificence  where  it  was  forced  to  descend  from  the 
pinnacles  of  theoretical  speculation  to  the  plane  of  ordinary 
thinking  and  acting.  The  dangers  which  myth  and  magic 
present  to  the  religious  consciousness,  including  that  of  the 
mystic,  are  clearly  shown  in  the  development  of  Kabbalism. 
If  one  turns  to  the  writings  of  great  Kabbalists  one  seldom 
fails  to  be  torn  between  alternate  admiration  and  disgust.  There 
is  need  for  being  quite  clear  about  this  in  a time  like  ours, 
when  the  fashion  of  uncritical  and  superficial  condemnation 
of  even  the  most  valuable  elements  of  mysticism  threatens  to 
be  replaced  by  an  equally  uncritical  and  obscurantist  glorifi- 
cation of  the  Kabbalah.  I have  said  before  that  Jewish 
philosophy  had  to  pay  a high  price  for  its  escape  from  the 
pressing  questions  of  real  life.  But  Kabbalism,  too,  has  had 
to  pay  for  its  success.  Philosophy  came  dangerously  near  to 
losing  the  living  God;  Kabbalism,  which  set  out  to  preserve 
Him,  to  blaze  a new  and  glorious  trail  to  Him,  encountered 
mythology  on  its  way  and  was  tempted  to  lose  itself  in  its 
labyrinth. 


xii 

One  final  observation  should  be  made  on  the  general  char- 
acter of  Kabbalism  as  distinct  from  other,  non-Jewish,  forms 
of  mysticism.  Both  historically  and  metaphysically  it  is  a 
masculine  doctrine,  made  for  men  and  by  men.  The  long  his- 
tory of  Jewish  mysticism  shows  no  trace  of  feminine  influence. 
There  have  been  no  women  Kabbalists;  Rabia  of  early  Islamic 
mysticism,  Mechthild  of  Magdeburg,  Juliana  of  Norwich, 
Theresa  de  Jesus,  and  the  many  other  feminine  representatives 
of  Christian  mysticism  have  no  counterparts  in  the  history  of 
Kabbalism.38  The  latter,  therefore,  lacks  the  element  of 
feminine  emotion  which  has  played  so  large  a part  in  the 
development  of  non-Jewish  mysticism,  but  it  also  remained 
comparatively  free  from  the  dangers  entailed  by  the  tendency 
towards  hysterical  extravagance  which  followed  in  the  wake  of 
this  influence. 

This  exclusively  masculine  character  of  Kabbalism  was  by 
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no  means  the  result  of  the  social  position  of  Jewish  women  or 
their  exclusion  from  Talmudic  learning.  Scholasticism  was  as 
much  exclusively  a domain  of  men  as  Talmudism,  and  yet 
the  social  position  of  women  in  Islam  and  in  Mediaeval 
Christianity  did  not  prevent  their  playing  a highly  important 
part  among  the  representatives — though  not  the  theoreticians 
— of  Islamic  and  Christian  mysticism.  It  is  hardly  possible 
to  conceive  Catholic  mysticism  without  them.  This  exclusive 
masculinity  for  which  Kabbalism  has  paid  a high  price,  ap- 
pears rather  to  be  connected  with  an  inherent  tendency  to 
lay  stress  on  the  demonic  nature  of  woman  and  the  feminine 
element  of  the  cosmos. 

It  is  of  the  essence  of  Kabbalistic  symbolism  that  woman 
represents  not,  as  one  might  be  tempted  to  expect,  the  quality 
of  tenderness  but  that  of  stern  judgment.  This  symbolism 
was  unknown  to  the  old  mystics  of  the  Merkabah  period,  and 
even  to  the  Hasidim  in  Germany,  but  it  dominates  Kabbalistic 
literature  from  the  very  beginning  and  undoubtedly  represents 
a constituent  element  of  Kabbalistic  theology.  The  demonic, 
according  to  the  Kabbalists,  is  an  off-spring  of  the  feminine 
sphere.  This  view  does  not  entail  a negation  or  repudiation  of 
womanhood — after  all  the  Kabbalistic  conception  of  the 
Shekhinah  has  room  for  the,  to  orthodox  Jewish  thought, 
highly  paradoxical  idea  of  a feminine  element  in  God  Himself 
— but  it  does  constitute  a problem  for  the  psychologist  and 
the  historian  of  religion  alike.  Mention  has  already  been  made 
of  the  dislike  shown  by  the  Kabbalists  for  any  form  of  literary 
publicity  in  connection  with  mystical  experience,  and  of  their 
tendency  towards  the  objectivization  of  mystical  vision.  These 
traits,  too,  would  appear  to  be  connected  with  the  masculine 
character  of  the  movement,  for  the  history  of  mystical  literature 
shows  that  women  were  among  the  outstanding  representatives 
of  the  tendency  towards  mystical  autobiography  and  sub- 
jectivism in  expressing  religious  experience. 

If,  finally,  you  were  to  ask  me  what  kind  of  value  I attach  to 
Jewish  mysticism,  I would  say  this:  Authoritative  Jewish 
theology,  both  mediaeval  and  modem,  in  representatives  like 
Saadia,  Maimonides  and  Hermann  Cohen,  has  taken  upon 
itself  the  task  of  formulating  an  antithesis  to  pantheism  and 
mythical  theology,  i.e.,  to  prove  them  wrong.  In  this  endeavour 
it  has  shown  itself  tireless.  What  is  really  required,  however, 
is  an  understanding  of  these  phenomena  which  yet  does  not 
lead  away  from  monotheism;  and  once  their  significance  is 
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grasped,  that  elusive  something  in  them  which  may  be  of 
value  must  be  clearly  defined.  To  have  posed  this  problem  is 
the  historic  achievement  of  Kabbalism.  The  varying  answers 
it  supplied  to  the  question  may  be  as  inadequate  as  you  like; 
I shall  certainly  be  the  last  to  deny  that  its  representatives  often 
lost  their  way  and  went  over  the  edge  of  the  precipice.  But  the 
fact  remains  that  they  faced  a problem  which  others  were 
more  concerned  to  ignore  and  which  is  of  the  greatest  impor- 
tance for  Jewish  theology. 

The  particular  forms  of  symbolical  thought  in  which  the 
fundamental  attitude  of  the  Kabbalah  found  its  expression, 
may  mean  little  or  nothing  to  us  (though  even  today  we  can- 
not escape,  at  times,  from  their  powerful  appeal).  But  the  at- 
tempt to  discover  the  hidden  life  beneath  the  external  shapes 
of  reality  and  to  make  visible  that  abyss  in  which  the  symbolic 
nature  of  all  that  exists  reveals  itself:  this  attempt  is  as  impor- 
tant for  us  today  as  it  was  for  those  ancient  mystics.  For  as 
long  as  nature  and  man  are  conceived  as  His  creations,  and  that 
is  the  indispensable  condition  of  highly  developed  religious 
life,  the  quest  for  the  hidden  life  of  the  transcendent  element 
in  such  creation  will  always  form  one  of  the  most  important 
preoccupations  of  the  human  mind. 


Notes 


1.  A.  E.  Waite,  The  Secret  Doctrine  in  Israel  (London  1913).  This 
book  is  incorporated  in  the  author’s  later  work,  The  Holy  Kabbalah 
(1930). 

2.  Philosophic  der  Geschichte  Oder  ueber  die  Tradition.  4 vols.  (Mun- 
ster 1827-1855).  The  book  appeared  anonymously.  On  the  philosophy 
of  the  author  cf.  Carl  Frankenstein,  Molitors  metaphysische  Geschichts- 
philosophie  (1928). 

3.  In  my  Bibliographia  Kabbalistica  (1927),  p.  94,  I have  listed  the 
writings  of  Constant  pertinent  to  the  subject  of  Kabbalism.  Eliphas  Levi 
is  a Judaization  of  his  Christian  names  Alphonse  Louis.  No  words  need 
be  wasted  on  the  subject  of  Crowley’s  “Kabbalistic”  writings  in  his  books 
on  what  he  was  pleased  to  term  “Magick,”  and  in  his  journal,  The 
Equinox. 

4.  Rufus  Jones,  Studies  in  Mystical  Religion  (1909),  p.  XV  of  the 
Introduction. 

5.  I owe  this  quotation  from  Thomas’  Summa  Theologiae  to  Engelbert 
Krebs’  little  book,  Grundfragen  der  kirchlichen  Mystik  (1921),  p.  37. 

6.  Levi  Isaac,  the  “Rabbi”  of  Berditchev,  in  his  work  »17  Dtmp  at 
the  end  of  section  nipfi: 


THE  JEWISH  EXPRESSION 


255 


Pk  Psddb  Hint?  dtn  n '»i3r  P3ty  I'wea  miM  riK  nm j?ts»  dik  »' 
mittsoi)  . . . tp  □a»n  nm  pn  '»uk  P3t?3  upbk  'k  nn  Pi3'33  r'Kn 
3"hkt  mtt'XDn  pea  iPb»  'tymn  Pstrn  tk  0"’«n  Pk  “73nDnP  tn«n 

kPb  K'n  ik  Pstrn  mosji  Pp  dik  mm 

7.  Molitor,  Philosophic  der  Geschichte  vol.  II  (1834),  p.  56. 

8.  mnPKH  n37jrB  ascribed  sometimes  to  Perez  of  Barcelona,  Mantua 
1558  fol.  82b:  kPi  mini  kP  ntn  i33'K  i333t  7e»k  e\iD  1'kh  o jn 
nxp  mnjjn  >Pjn  n iPap  pk  p«n  nm  kPi  D'ainaa  kPi  D'k'333 
.TB1  In  the  fixed  terminology  of  this  author,  the  mystics  are  referred  to 
as  mnyn  'Pj?3  “the  masters  of  worship.” 

9.  The  terms  D'untwi  Pa  unit?  ,Pnan  niK'SBn  and  nitun  nnriKn 
(or  nnriKn  nKlttTl)  are  to  be  found  in  particular  in  the  writings  of 
those  thirteenth-century  Kabbalists  in  Spain  who  show  an  outspoken 
tendency  towards  Neoplatonism. 

10.  Hebrew:  natra  meriBn  I'KtP  HB  which  sounds  like  a paraphrase 
of  a Neoplatonic  tbcatd/.T)jTTO!;.  It  is  to  be  found,  in  the  place  of  the 
term  En-Sof,  in  Isaac’s  comentry  on  the  “Book  of  Creation”  and  in  the 
writings  of  his  disciples. 

11.  This  term  1'KH  'pay  is  a favorite  metaphor  of  the  thirteenth- 
century  Kabbalists,  cf.  my  remarks  in  the  Gaster  Anniversary  Volume 
(1936),  p.  505. 

12.  Cf.  Philo’s  De  vita  contemplativa,  ed.  Conybeare,  p.  119. 

13.  Cf.  Martin  Buber’s  eloquent  dissertation  on  this  point  in  the 
introduction  to  his  anthology,  Ekstatische  Konfessionen  (1909). 

14.  See  the  first  and  last  sections  of  the  fourth  lecture.* 

15.  Simon  Ginzburg,  nn  '331  IDKXlP  D"ri  HtPB  n (Tel  Aviv,  1937). 

16.  J.  Bernhart  in  an  essay,  Zur  Soziologie  der  Mystik,  in  Sued- 
deutsche  Monatshefte  vol.  XXVI  (1928),  p.  27. 

17.  Rabbi  Kook’s  great  work  entitled  unipn  niPTK,  the  first  two  vol- 
umes of  which  were  published  in  Jerusalem  in  1938  from  papers  left  by 
the  author,  is  a veritable  theologia  mystica  of  Judaism  equally  distin- 
guished by  its  originality  and  the  richness  of  its  author’s  mind.  It  is  the 
last  example  of  productive  Kabbalistic  thought  of  which  I know. 

18.  A bibliography  of  Jewish  mystical  literature  is  still  a pium  de- 
siderium  of  Kabbalistic  research.  My  “Bibliographia  Kabbalistica”  (1927) 
lists  only  the  scholarly  literature  on  the  subject  of  Jewish  Mysticism,  not 
the  texts  themselves. 

19.  Charles  Bennett,  A Philospphical  Study  of  Mysticism  (1931), 
p.  31. 

20.  E.  R.  Dodds,  in  his  commentary  on  Proclus’  Elements  of  Theology 
(1933),  p.  219. 

21.  This  thesis  is  elaborated  particularly  by  Meir  ibn  Gabbai  in 
tnipn  mnj?  part  III  (written  in  1531).  The  idea  that  the  Kabbalah 
represented  the  lost  tradition  of  the  earliest  state  of  mankind  was  famil- 
iar also  to  the  “Christian  Kabbalists”  of  the  late  fifteenth  and  sixteenth 
centuries,  such  as  Pico  della  Mirandola  and  Johannes  Reuchlin. 

22.  D»K7  78pB  OlpB  '3  D8K3  lJH  DflBSH  D'mtPB  DOKtU  D'ElDlP'Bn 
I3'P3T  3BJ?B,  quoted  by  Isaac  of  Acre,  cf.  Tarbiz  vol.  V (1934),  p.  318. 

23.  I have  enlarged  on  this  point  in  my  essay,  Zur  Frage  der  Enste- 
hung  der  Kabbala,  which  appeared  in  Korrespondenzblatt  der  Akademie 
fuer  die  Wissenschaft  des  Judentums  1928  p.  4-26.  See  also  Julius  Gutt- 
mann,  Die  philosophie  des  Judentums  (1933),  p.  238. 


* Not  included  in  this  volume.  Ed. 
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24.  David  ben  Abraham  Ha-Laban  nnan  nil  DO  ( written 

p“ed  in  mania  wpe  man  7ts>  »"?  ra,P  new  series  vbL  * 
(1936),  p.  31.  Exactly  the  same  imagery  is  used  by  Dionysius  the  nseudo- 
Areopagite  (quoted  by  Inge,  The  Philosophy  of  Plotinus  vol  II  d mi 

19-23Y  JOhn  ^ SCOt’  CallCd  Eri8ena’  “ De  divisione  naturae,  liber  IH, 

25.  Friedrich  Creuzer,  Symbolik  und  Mythologie  der  alten  Voelker 

Second  edition,  first  part  (1816),  p.  70.  1Ker” 

1933)  i^eXj5Altmaml-  Was  kt  juedische  Theologie?  (Frankfurt-on-Main 

27.  This  analysis  is  to  be  found  in  the  third  part  of  the  “Guide  of  the 
Perplexed.  On  its  importance  for  the  history  of  religion  cf.  Julius  Gutt- 
mann.  John  Spencer’s  Erklaerung  der  biblischen  Gesetze  in  ihrer  Bezie- 

hagfn™9^Tp.n25e8-276FeStSkrift  * Professor  David  Simonsen  (Copen- 

28.  Since  the  days  of  the  Kabbalistic  school  of  Geron'a  (about  1230) 

W«tuiP  are  ^ of  such  mystical  interpretations  of  »Bjm 
nnsan.  Specifically  Ezra  ben  Solomon  and  Jacob  ben  Sheshet  (the  true 
author  of  the  lintonm  njiattn  1BD  which  has  later  been  ascribed  to 

quehsdoMdeS  W6re  ^ fifSt  t0  treat  3t  considerable  length  on  such 

Fomth^edition  flffif  p.^  NeUnZehn  ***  Ueber  Judentum- 

wnr?Ac Gf\n'  Rabba . ed‘  l^eodor,  p.  68.  This  conception  of  primeval 
worlds  also  occurs  in  the  orthodox  Gnosticism”  of  such  Fathers  of  the 

i^h^Cm.,^,?Teni0f  A'exandria  811(1  Origen,  albeit  with  a difference, 
m as  much  as  for  them  these  worlds  were  not  simply  corrupt  but  neces- 
sary stages  in  the  great  cosmic  process. 

T°  category  belong  the  prayers  grouped  under  the  title  f)7Bn 
11 H n which  are  ascribed  to  Rabbi  Nehuniah  ben  Hakanah  and  Rabban 
Gamaliel  but  the  style  of  which  is  the  enthusiastic  one  of  the  Kabbalis- 
nf  £®opIat°“sts- Cf-  also  the  great  prayer  of  Jacob  ben  Jacob  Hacohen 
ii  (1927)E  pp^m-E!™1  1265)’  pubUshed  by  me  “ nnn’*l  ’jna  voL 
32.  0l7nn  Kiu7  nilun  imp1?  printed  first  at  Brazlav,  1822. 

(OffenSchhari7i5“bf.a4n0dbff11’  69b;  ^ ^ J°Seph  G*atila 

dakrn  CL  ?;„?•  E"el°W’  .Kaw™ana,  the  Struggle  for  Inwardness  in  Ju- 
K m J^n^LlteratUre  1581,611  “ honour  of  Professor 

j 3l’  P'  82-107>  and  my  own  exposition  Der  Begriff  der 
Rawwana  m der  alten  Kabbala,  in  MGWJ  vol.  78  (1934),  p.  492-518. 

35.  See  my  article  Buch  Bahir,  in  EJ  vol.  Ill  col.  969-979. 
p 452’  C°hen’  Ethik  des  reinen  Willens;  second  edition  (1907), 

tniJv  Cf- Jac.ob  Lauterbach’s  studies:  The  Ritual  for  the  Kapparot-Cere- 
42? E>T«M^1Sh|ttU^le®  mTMemory  of  George  A.  Kohut  (1935),  p.  413- 

Annual  vol^XI  a936)!np  207-34C0eremOaieS’  “ HebieW  Uni0n  C°Uege 
mir”  k"8’6  cas6  of  a.  woman,  Hannah  Rachel  “the  Maid  of  Ludo- 

munitv  rtn  !hl  T!Ltbe  ,sp,ntu.al  leader>  or  Zaddik,  of  a Hasidic  com- 
• ef™^d  e of  the  mneteenth  century),  constitutes  no  convinc- 

of8 Hasidism  (imlTmd  “ ab°Ut  ^ S'  A>  Horodezky>  Leaders 
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Safed  in  the  Sixteenth  Century:  A City 
of  Legists  and  Mystics  * 

by  S.  Schechter 


Safed  is  a small  city  in  Upper  Galilee  situated  on  a hill  in 
a mountainous  country,  and  forming  part  of  the  Holy  Land 
assigned  in  the  Scriptures  to  the  tribe  of  Naphtali.  Of  the 
various  cities  of  Palestine  boasting  of  a large  Jewish  population 
it  is  relatively  the  most  modern.  Neither  the  Bible  nor  the 
Talmud  has  any  definite  reference  to  it,  whilst  the  mention  of 
a locality  Zephed,  by  Kalir,  is  obscure,  and  can  serve  little 
for  purposes  of  identification.1 

Yet  this  was  the  spot  of  which  R.  Joseph  Caro  wrote  in  the 
sixteenth  century:  “After  nearly  fifteen  hundred  years  of  living 
in  the  exile  and  persecution,  he  (God)  remembered  unto 
his  people  his  covenant  with  their  fathers,  and  brought  them 
back  from  their  captivity,  one  of  a city  and  two  of  a family, 
from  the  corners  of  the  earth  to  the  land  of  glory,  and  they 
settled  in  the  city  of  Safed,  the  desire  of  all  lands.”  2 

The  impulse  under  which  the  “one  of  a city  and  two  of  a 
family”  acted  when  they  preferred  the  “land  of  glory”  to  the 
great  commercial  centres  of  Europe  was  a religious  one. 

Samuel  Usque,  the  famous  author  of  the  “Consolacam  as 
tribulacoes  de  Ysrael”  (“The  Consolation  and  the  Tribulations 
of  Israel”),  has  the  following  passage  in  praise  of  the  country 
in  which  most  of  his  fellow-sufferers  from  the  Pyrenean 
peninsula  found  an  asylum:  “Great  Turkey,  . . . there  the 
gates  of  freedom  and  equal  opportunity  for  the  unhindered 
practice  of  Jewish  worship  are  ever  open  to  Israel;  they  are 
never  closed  against  thee.  There  thou  canst  renew  thy  inward 

* From  Studies  in  Judaism,  Second  Series,  Philadelphia,  Jewish  Publi- 
cation Society  of  America,  1908. 
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life,  change  thy  condition,  strip  off  thy  habits,  cast  away 
erroneous  teachings,  recover  thy  ancient  truths,  and  abandon 
the  practices  which,  by  the  violence  of  the  nations  among 
which  thou  wast  a pilgrim,  thou  wast  forced  to  imitate.  In 
this  land  thou  receivest  boundless  grace  from  the  Lord,  since 
therein  he  granteth  thee  unlimited  freedom  to  begin  thy  re- 
pentance.” 3 

The  inducement  thus  held  out  to  the  exiled  from  Spain  and 
Portugal  was  not  only  that  they  would  in  the  new  country 
be  allowed  to  serve  their  God,  without  let  or  hindrance,  but 
also  that  an  opportunity  would  be  granted  them  of  a total 
regeneration  and  renewal  of  heart. 

The  sense  of  sin  apparently  weighing  so  heavily  on  Usque 
may  be  detected  also  in  other  writers,  as,  for  instance,  Joseph 
Jabez,  who  depicted  the  spiritual  condition  of  the  Jews 
in  Spain  in  the  darkest  colours,  and  describes  the  men  who 
witnessed  the  expulsion  as  an  “evil  generation,  increasing 
rebellions  and  transgressions  without  number.”  He  declared 
that  it  was  mainly  the  Spanish  Jewesses  who  remained  faith- 
ful, and  who  themselves  suffered,  and  made  their  husbands 
suffer,  martyrdom  for  the  Sanctification  of  the  Name.4  Another 
instance  is  found  in  the  chronicler  Abraham  ben  Solomon,  of 
Torrutiel  in  Spain,  who  says,  “Our  iniquities  had  increased 
over  our  heads,  and  our  trespasses  had  grown  up  unto  the 
heavens,  seeing  the  evils  and  the  sin  and  the  terrible  pride  so 
rampant  among  the  Jews  in  the  kingdom  of  Spain.”  Jabez  and 
Abraham  ben  Solomon  belonged  to  the  anti-rationalistic  party 
of  the  Spanish  Jews,  and  may  have  exaggerated  the  evils  of  the 
situation  in  their  accusations,  but  their  feelings  were  very 
likely  shared,  to  some  extent,  by  all  other  exiles.5  Nathan  Nata 
of  Hanover,  the  well-known  author  of  the  Yeven  Mezulah, 
concludes  his  account  of  the  terrible  suffering  of  the  Jews 
during  the  Chmielnicki  persecution  with  the  words:  “What 
shall  we  speak,  or  how  shall  we  call  ourselves?  The  Lord 
has  found  out  our  sins.  Does  God  execute  judgment  without 
justice?”  6 The  sufferers  of  Spain  doubtless  viewed  their  mis- 
fortunes from  the  same  standpoint.  And  since  these  evils 
must  have  been  in  some  way  proportionate  to  the  greatness  of 
the  catastrophe  which  had  overtaken  them,  those  of  deeper 
religious  sensitiveness  must  certainly  have  felt  the  need  of  a 
new  life  and  a regeneration. 

It  is  to  this  need  that  we  have  to  attribute  the  fact  that  large 
numbers  of  the  exiles  were  impelled  to  emigrate  to  the  Holy 
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Land,  the  country  which,  from  the  times  of  the  prophets  down 
to  Judah  Halevi  in  the  twelfth  century,  and  from  the  time  of 
Judah  Halevi  down  to  the  disciples  of  Elijah  Wilna  and  Israel 
Baal  Shem  in  the  eighteenth  and  nineteenth  centuries,  was 
always  considered  a country  of  great  “spiritual  opportunities.” 
As  a Spanish  Jew  of  the  thirteenth  century  who  took  a vow 
to  emigrate  to  the  Holy  Land  expressed  it,  “There  (in  Jeru- 
salem, or  near  it)  is  the  place  for  fulfilling  the  commandments 
and  receiving  upon  oneself  the  Kingdom  of  Heaven.  Our 
worship  there  is  acceptable,  for  there  is  the  House  of  our 
God  and  the  Gate  of  Heaven.”  7 

Indeed,  it  may  be  stated  without  fear  of  contradiction,  that 
there  never  was  a time  in  which  the  Holy  Land  was  not  an 
object  of  attraction  and  deep  longing  for  the  pious  Jew,  even 
though  he  was  not  always  able  to  gratify  his  longing  in  this 
respect.  As  we  know  now,  there  were  for  centuries  after  the 
destruction  of  the  Holy  Temple,  every  year  during  the  Feast 
of  Tabernacles,  large  meetings  on  the  Mount  of  Olives  con- 
stituted of  pilgrims  from  Palestine  itself,  Babylon,  Egypt,  and 
perhaps  also  from  Europe.8 

These  meetings  were  probably  brought  to  an  end  in  the 
eleventh  century  through  the  troubles  of  the  Crusades;  but 
the  second  decade  of  the  thirteenth  century  witnessed  the 
famous  pilgrimage  of  three  hundred  Rabbis  from  France, 
England,  and  Spain  to  the  Holy  Land.9  In  the  fourteenth 
century  the  well-known  traveller  Pharchi  explored  the  Holy 
Land,  and  reported  about  different  settlements  in  various 
localities.10  Emigration  to  Palestine  assumed,  however,  larger 
dimensions  in  the  fifteenth  and  sixteenth  centuries,  caused 
by  the  general  distress  of  the  Jews  in  almost  all  parts  of 
Christendom.  The  majority  of  the  refugees  escaped  to  Turkey, 
but  a considerable  minority,  composed,  as  already  indicated, 
of  the  more  spiritual-minded  among  them,  directed  their 
steps  to  the  Holy  Land. 

As  hinted  before,  Safed  has  no  Biblical  nor  even  Talmudic 
record.  Its  first  appearance  in  Jewish  history  dates  from  about 
the  beginning  of  the  thirteenth  century,  when  the  traveller 
Samuel  ben  Shimshon  reports  the  existence  of  a community 
there  of  more  than  fifty  members.  Somewhat  later  it  is  men- 
tioned in  connexion  with  a document  relating  to  the  Mai- 
monides  controversy,  which  bears  also  the  signatures  of  R. 
Moses  ben  Judah  and  his  colleagues,  the  Rabbis  of  Safed.11 
R.  Hananel  Ibn  Askara  and  R.  Shem  Tob  Ibn  Gaon,  of  Spain, 


THE  JEWISH  EXPRESSION  261 

migrated  to  Safed  in  the  same  century; 12  whilst  R.  Isaac  ben 
Joseph  Chelo,  of  Laresa  in  Spain,  and  Pharchi,  mentioned 
above,  visited  Safed  in  the  fourteenth  century  and  speak  of  a 
large  Jewish  community  dwelling  there.13  Joseph  Mantabia, 
who  visited  Safed  in  1481,  speaks  of  it  as  a “fine”  community, 
numbering  about  three  hundred  families,  including  those  living 
in  the  neighbouring  villages.14 

It  is,  however,  not  until  the  last  decade  of  the  fifteenth 
century  that  Safed  begins  to  be  especially  noted  for  the 
importance  of  its  Jewish  population.  The  man  who  was  the 
most  significant  factor  in  the  development  of  this  Jewish 
settlement,  which  excelled  Jerusalem  not  only  in  the  size  of 
its  Jewish  population  but  also  in  the  number  of  great  men 
it  harboured,  was  R.  Joseph  Saragossi.  Saragossi,  hailing  per- 
haps originally  from  Spain,  was  an  exile  from  Sicily,  and, 
after  a residence  in  Beyrout  and  Sidon,  finally  settled  in  Safed, 
where  he  most  likely  established  a school.  He  was  of  humble 
disposition,  making  peace  between  man  and  man,  including 
non-Jews,  and  he  probably  did  his  best  to  blend  the  various 
elements  of  the  new  settlement,  consisting  of  natives,  of  exiles 
from  Spain,  and  of  immigrants  from  the  Barbary  States,  into 
one  great  community.16 

The  preference  given  to  Safed,  a non-Scriptural  town,  over 
Jerusalem,  the  historical  metropolis  of  Palestine  and  the  holiest 
city  of  the  Holy  Land,  may  be  accounted  for  by  the  un- 
favourable conditions  prevailing  in  Jerusalem  at  that  time. 
As  evidenced  by  certain  contemporary  documents,  the  ad- 
ministration of  the  Jewish  community  in  Jerusalem  was  in- 
fluenced by  a rather  ungenerous  spirit,  imposing  heavy  taxes 
on  new  arrivals,  and  making  residence  there  a great  hardship. 
The  Mohammedan  population  seems  also  to  have  been  hostile 
to  the  Jews,  rapacious,  and  extortionate.16  Safed,  on  the  other 
hand,  never  having  had  before  this  time  an  important  Jewish 
population,  the  community  there  had  no  occasion  to  make 
regulations  calculated  to  exploit  the  foreigner,  whilst  the  non- 
Jewish  population  seems  to  have  been  more  kindly  disposed 
toward  the  Jews,  sparing  them  the  heavy  taxation  which  was 
the  rule  in  Jerusalem.  R.  Obadiah  of  Bertinoro,  who  had  no 
opportunity  to  visit  the  north,  writes,  in  his  famous  letter 
dated  1489,  that,  according  to  report,  the  Jews  of  Safed  and  of 
other  places  in  Galilee  lived  in  peace  and  in  quiet,  not  being 
exposed  to  persecution  on  the  part  of  the  Mohammedans.  He 
writes,  “They  are  mostly  poor,  spending  their  time  in  villages, 
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going  about  peddling  in  houses  and  on  farms,  asking  for 
food.”  » 

Another  reason  which  may  have  been  decisive  in  favour 
of  attracting  immigrants  to  Safed  was  the  simple  life  led  by 
the  inhabitants  of  that  city.  The  old  saying,  “Love  work 
and  hate  lordship”  (in  modem  parlance,  snobbery),  was  fol- 
lowed by  them  to  the  letter.  An  anonymous  traveller  who 
passed  through  Safed  in  the  year  1496  writes  of  the  learned 
Rabbi  Pharez  Colobi,  the  head  of  the  community,  that  he 
kept  a shop  where  articles  of  food  were  sold,  by  which  he 
made  a living.!®  Shlomel  of  Moravia,  the  author  of  one  of  the 
legendary  biographies  of  Loria,  writing  from  Safed  in  the 
year  1607,  says  of  its  citizens  that  there  were  to  be  found 
among  them  “great  scholars,  saints,  and  men  of  action,  full 
of  Divine  wisdom,  so  that  they  were  worthy  of  the  gift  of 
the  Holy  Spirit,”  but  what  he  seemed  to  admire  most  was  the 
simplicity  and  the  humility  of  spirit  which  they  possessed. 
“None  among  them,”  he  writes,  “is  ashamed  to  go  to  the  well 
and  draw  water  and  carry  home  the  pitcher  on  his  shoulders, 
or  go  to  the  market  to  buy  bread,  oil,  and  vegetables.  All  the 
work  in  the  house  is  done  by  themselves,”  without  servants. 
Shlomel’s  statement  may  be  illustrated  by  the  following  story: 
Once,  R.  Abraham  Galanti,  the  leading  disciple  of  Cordovero 
and  the  author  of  many  works,  was  carrying  a sack  of  flour 
on  his  shoulders  from  the  market.  But  there  came  the  famous 
scholar  R.  Solomon  Sagis  (?)  and  snatched  away  the  sack 
from  the  shoulders  of  Galanti,  and  pronounced  an  oath,  that 
no  man  should  be  permitted  to  carry  this  sack  of  flour  to  its 
destination  except  himself,  who  was  so  much  younger  and 
stronger.  On  another  occasion,  Galanti  was  carrying  a cask 
of  water  on  his  shoulders  from  a village  near  Safed  when  the 
Saint  R.  Misod  met  him  and  said,  “Master,  give  me  a drink, 
as  I am  very  thirsty.”  Whereupon  Galanti  offered  him  the  cask. 
R.  Misod  then  snatched  away  the  burden  and  carried  it  to 
Galanti’s  home  in  Safed.19 

Thus  material  as  well  as  spiritual  considerations  combined 
to  make  Safed  the  chosen  city  for  the  time  being.  The  rapid 
growth  of  Safed  may  easily  be  seen  by  the  fact  that  whilst, 
according  to  one  account,  Safed  counted  three  synagogues  in 
1522,  and  could  point  perhaps  to  only  one  Talmudic  college 
established  by  Saragossi,  it  could  a few  years  later  boast  of 
being  the  centre  of  learning  in  Palestine,  and,  in  1603,  accord- 
ing to  Shlomel’s  letter  of  that  year,  it  contained  not  less  than 
eighteen  Talmudic  colleges  and  twenty-one  synagogues,  besides 


THE  JEWISH  EXPRESSION 


263 


a large  school  for  the  children  of  the  poor,  with  twenty  teachers 
and  four  hundred  pupils,  maintained  by  wealthy  Jews  in 
Constantinople,  who  also  provided  the  latter  with  clothes. 
The  Jews  in  Turkey  were  particularly  interested  in  maintain- 
ing the  Safed  schools,  and  special  messengers  were  sent  from 
this  community  to  collect  moneys.  We  even  find  mention  of  a 
single  bequest  for  the  Yeshiboth  of  Safed  amounting  to  100,000 
lebanim .20 

The  history  of  the  world,  some  maintain,  is  but  the  record 
of  its  great  men.  This  is  especially  true  of  the  history  of  Safed 
in  the  sixteenth  century,  which  is  essentially  spiritual  in  its 
character,  made  and  developed  by  men  living  lives  purified  by 
suffering,  and  hallowed  by  constant  struggle  after  purification 
and  holiness.  The  two  figures  standing  out  most  prominently 
among  these  are  R.  Joseph  Caro,  the  leading  legist  of  the  time, 
and  his  contemporary,  R.  Isaac  Loria,  the  generally  recognised 
head  of  the  mystical  school  of  Safed.  It  will,  therefore,  be 
advisable  to  group  our  remarks  around  these  two  heroes. 
From  their  eminence  we  shall  be  able  to  obtain  a general  view 
of  the  lives  of  the  other  mighty  men  in  Israel  engaged  in  the 
same  general  religious  activities  and  pursuing  the  same  spiritual 
ends,  contributing  their  share  to  the  fame  which  Safed  has 
achieved  in  Jewish  history. 

R.  Joseph  Caro  was  born  in  the  Pyrenean  peninsula 
(probably  Spain)  in  the  year  1488,  whence  he  emigrated  as 
a boy  of  four,  in  the  year  1492,  with  his  father  Ephraim, 
who  was  also  his  first  teacher.  After  many  wanderings  and 
great  suffering,  they  reached  Nicopolis,  in  European  Turkey, 
in  which  city  the  son  Joseph  remained  until  the  year  1522.21 
He  was  advised  there  by  his  Maggid,  a kind  of  Mentor-Angel 
(of  whom  more  presently),  to  leave  this  place,  whose  in- 
habitants seem  to  have  been  rather  close-fisted  in  their  rela- 
tions to  the  poor,  and  lacking  in  devotion  to  the  Torah,  and  to 
move  to  Adrianople,  in  European  Turkey,  one  of  the  various 
gathering  points  of  the  Spanish  exiles.22  There  he  remained 
for  some  years,  serving  in  the  capacity  of  the  head  of  the 
Yeshibah,  or  Talmudic  College.  It  was  in  this  town  that  he 
began  the  composition  of  his  work  Beth  Joseph,  which  occu- 
pied him  for  the  next  thirty  years  of  his  life  (1522-1552). 

The  Beth  Joseph  is  a gigantic  work  comprising  four  big 
folio  volumes,  the  first  edition  of  which  appeared  1550—1559. 
It  forms  a sort  of  commentary  to  R.  Jacob  ben  Asher’s  “Digest 
of  the  Law,”  Arba  Turim,  tracing  each  law  to  its  original 
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sources  for  nearly  fifteen  hundred  years,  pursuing  it  through 
its  various  stages  of  different  interpreters  and  codifiers,  giving 
in  disputed  cases  the  arguments  on  both  sides,  and  bringing 
it  down  to  his  own  time.  It  is  hardly  necessary  to  point  to 
the  tremendous  learning  and  unsurpassed  acquaintance  with 
the  Law  in  all  its  branches  and  ramifications  displayed  in  the 
Beth  Joseph.  But  what  distinguishes  it  above  other  work  of 
its  kind  is  not  only  its  comprehensiveness,  covering  as  it  does 
all  the  contents  of  the  Oral  Law  which  had  not  become  obso- 
lete by  the  destruction  of  the  Holy  Temple,  but  also  the 
methodical  treatment  in  which  he  was  a master,  and  which 
enabled  him  to  bring  system  and  order  into  this  chaos  of 
argument,  accumulated  in  every  department  of  the  Law,  in  its 
passage  through  the  discussions  of  the  schools  for  many 
centuries.  Caro  was  by  this  work  soon  recognised  as  the 
greatest  legist  of  his  time,  and  was  appealed  to  in  matters  of 
law  even  by  his  contemporaries,  as  the  first  Halachic  authority. 

Next  to  this  in  importance  is  his  work  Shulchan  Aruch, 
which  he  finished  in  the  year  1555.  It  forms  only  a sort  of 
manual  intended  by  Caro  to  serve  chiefly  as  a repertory  for 
his  great  book.  The  Shulchan  Aruch  soon  proved  to  be  the 
most . popular  code  with  students,  both  on  account  of  its 
practical  qualities  and  its  close  correspondence  with  the 
greater  work  of  Caro,  in  which  the  origin  of  each  law  could 
be  easily  traced.  It  passed  through  several  editions,  and  it  is 
still  consulted  with  profit  by  Rabbis  engaged  in  giving  ritual 
decisions  according  to  the  Law  of  Moses  and  the  Talmud,  even 
at  this  day  representing  the  great  bulk  of  the  Jews— eleven 
millions  and  nine  hundred  thousand  out  of  twelve  millions. 
The  Shulchan  Aruch  is  disfigured  by  a few  paragraphs  ex- 
pressing views  incompatible  with  our  present  notions  of 
tolerance.  But  there  the  discretion  of  the  Rabbi  comes  in.  By 
tacit  consent  these  are  considered  obsolete  by  all  Jewish  stu- 
dents. Every  Jewish  scholar  well  knows  that  the  fugitive  from 
the  tyranny  of  the  pious  royal  couple,  Ferdinand  and  Isabella 
of  Spain,  was  not  the  person  to  make  an  effort  to  suppress 
intolerant  matter.  To  meet  intolerance  with  equal  intolerance 
was  considered  a sort  of  self-defence.  Nay,  the  student  is  even 
convinced  that  Caro  himself  would  have  hesitated  to  put  such 
laws  into  practice.  He  would  rather  have  followed  the  rule 
laid  down  by  himself  for  himself,  which  was  never  to  be 
betrayed  into  anger,  even  in  matters  of  religion. 

°ther  works  of  Caro  published  during  his  life  or  after 
his  death  add  little  to  the  greatness  of  Caro  as  a scholar. 
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except,  perhaps,  certain  portions  of  his  Keseph  Mishneh,  form- 
ing a commentary  to  Maimonides’  Mishneh  Torah,  and  in  his 
Kelale  ha-Talmud,  on  the  methodology  of  the  Talmud,  as  well 
as  certain  Responsa  embodied  in  various  collections,  in  which 
Caro’s  passion  for  system  and  order  and  lucid  and  logical 
thinking  is  displayed  even  more  clearly  than  in  the  works 
before  named. 

There  is  still  one  work  to  be  considered,  which  brings  us 
closer  to  Caro’s  personality,  and  that  is  the  Maggid  Mesharim, 
which  appeared  some  thirty  years  after  the  death  of  its 
author.23  The  Maggid  Mesharim  is  a long  dream,  lasting  for 
nearly  half  a century.  For,  remarkable  enough,  the  great  legist 
and  logical  thinker  was  at  the  same  time  a dreamer  of 
dreamers.  Caro  was  passionately  fond  of  the  Mishnah,  to 
which  he  is  supposed  to  have  written  a commentary,  lost  to  us, 
and  its  contents  became  so  identified  with  his  own  self,  that 
they  shaped  themselves  into  a species  of  Genius  taking  the 
form  of  a living  reality  personified  in  the  Mentor-Angel  above 
mentioned.  This  Mentor-Angel  addresses  him  with  such  ex- 
pressions as,  “I  am  the  Mishnah  that  speaketh  through  thy 
mouth;  I am  the  soul  of  the  Mishnah;  I and  the  Mishnah  and 
thou  are  united  into  one  soul.”  24 

As  a rule,  this  I-Mishnah  appeared  to  him  in  the  depths 
of  the  night,  after  Caro  had  studied  for  some  time  one  or  more 
chapters  of  the  Mishnah.  Then  the  voice  of  his  beloved,  as 
Caro  expressed  himself,  would  begin  to  sound  in  his  mouth, 
“singing  of  itself.”  25  The  voice  was  also  audible  to  by-standers, 
as  is  clear  from  the  famous  letter  of  Alkabez,  of  whom  I shall 
speak  later,  who  was  once  fortunate  enough  to  observe  his 
friend  Caro  in  such  a fit  of  ecstasy,  and  who  has  left  us  a full 
account  of  the  message  delivered  by  the  Mentor-Angel  on 
that  occasion.28  From  a description  given  by  Caro  himself  of 
his  prospects  of  being  worthy  one  day  to  hold  communion 
with  the  prophet  Elijah,  and  the  manner  in  which  this  com- 
munion will  take  place,  we  may  also  conclude  that  the  listeners 
recognised  in  the  strange  sounds  of  the  Mentor-Angel  Caro’s 
own  voice,  though  to  Caro  himself  these  sounds  appeared 
something  alien,  not  himself.  His  other  organs  seem  to  have 
been  at  complete  rest,  which  fact  produced  the  impression 
in  Caro  that  he  served  only  as  a sort  of  musical  instrument 
to  the  sweet  melody  of  the  Mishnah.  On  the  other  hand,  his 
mental  faculties  remained  fairly  unimpaired,  as  he  retained 
complete  recollection  of  all  the  Mentor-Angel  revealed  to  him. 

This  recollection  he  wrote  down  in  the  Maggid  Mesharim, 
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which  thus  forms  a mystical  diary,  recording  the  spiritual 
experience  of  a long  lifetime.  The  fact  that  the  book  containing 
these  recollections  fills  only  a small  volume  proves  nothing 
against  this  theory,  as  we  possess  it  in  a very  defective  state, 
whilst  we  also  know  that  he  did  not  always  commit  to  writing 
the  contents  of  his  visions,  for  which  neglect  he  is  reproved  by 
the  Mentor-Angel.27 

It  must,  however,  not  be  thought  that  it  is  the  explanation  of 
obscure  passages  of  the  Mishnah  that  is  revealed  to  Caro  in 
his  Mishnah  visions.  In  the  whole  of  the  Maggid  Mesharim 
there  are  only  a few  lines  of  a legal  nature.  Caro  was  sober 
enough  not  to  allow  his  mystical  proclivities  to  have  a marked 
influence  upon  his  judgment  in  matters  of  law.  What  occupied 
his  thoughts  in  these  moments  of  rapture  was  chiefly  the 
mysteries  of  the  Torah,  as  well  as  matters  of  conduct,  falling 
under  the  heading  of  “superior  holiness.”  I say  “chiefly,”  for 
the  “I,”  or  Self,  occasionally  asserts  itself  and  introduces 
matter  which  is  rather  of  a private  nature,  as,  for  instance,  his 
matrimonial  affairs.  From  these  we  learn  that  he  became  a 
widower  twice.  His  third  wife,  who  brought  him  a large 
dowry,  was  the  daughter  of  R.  Zechariah  Zechsel.28  Caro  also 
refers  in  a somewhat  unkindly  manner  to  certain  great  per- 
sonalities. These  reflections,  which  might  have  better  been  left 
unexpressed,  were  jotted  down  probably  in  moments  of  de- 
pression and  resentment,  for  which  we  may  not  judge  him  too 
severely.29  In  the  great  majority  of  cases,  however,  Caro’s 
Self  was  under  the  strict  control  of  the  Mishnah,  or  his  ideal 
Mentor-Angel. 

The  Mentor-Angel  is  very  exacting  in  his  demands.  “I  am 
the  mother  that  chastises  her  children,”  the  Mishnah  says  to 
him,  “be  strong  and  cleave  unto  me.”  80  This  chastisement  con- 
sisted partly  in  imposing  upon  Caro  a number  of  regulations 
of  an  ascetic  nature.  He  is  bidden  to  fast  on  various  occasions, 
and  even  on  ordinary  days  his  menu  is  prescribed  for  him, 
reduced  to  a minimum.  He  must  not  fully  satisfy  his  desire 
for  food  and  drink,  not  even  in  the  first  meal  after  a day  of 
fasting.81  Of  course,  he  must  not  indulge  in  much  wine,  but 
he  is  at  the  same  time  rebuked  by  his  Mentor-Angel  for  having 
allowed  himself  to  be  filled  with  water.82  He  is  likewise  warned 
against  too  much  sleep,  and  when  he  married  one  of  his 
daughters  and,  according  to  custom,  spent  much  time  at  the 
banquet,  so  that  he  went  to  bed  late  and  got  up  just  one  horn- 
after  the  breaking  of  dawn,  he  was  reproved  for  his  slothful 
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behaviour,  and  the  Mentor-Angel  tells  him  that  it  would  only 
serve  him  right  were  he  to  abandon  him,  seeing  that  he 
separated  his  heart  from  the  Torah  for  so  long  a time.33  On 
another  occasion,  when  Caro  went  to  market  to  buy  meat  and 
poultry  for  Sabbath  and  failed  in  his  errand,  the  Mentor-Angel 
declared  himself  responsible  for  this  failure,  proceeding  to  say 
that  he  wanted  to  show  Caro  that  meat  and  wine  are  the 
habitation  of  the  Evil  One,  that  the  Sabbath  can  be  honoured 
without  such  luxuries,  and  concluding  his  admonition  with  the 
words,  “Think  about  nothing  but  the  Law  of  the  Lord;  thou 
art  strictly  observed  in  all  thy  actions,  hence,  be  careful.”  84 

Other  instructions  worth  mentioning  here  are  these:  Be 
exceedingly  lowly  in  spirit. — Never  be  betrayed  into  anger, 
not  even  in  matters  relating  to  Heaven. — Be  chaste  in  thy 
behaviour. — Have  always  thy  sins  before  thine  eyes,  and 
mourn  over  them. — Never  speak  an  idle  word.— Give  a 
mild  answer  to  every  man. — Never  indulge  in  laughter  and 
in  scoffing. — When  thou  readest  the  Shema,  let  thy  thoughts 
be  so  single-minded  that  they  become  the  seat  of  the  Divine 
Presence.35 

He  is  also  reminded  by  the  Mentor-Angel  of  the  necessity 
of  reading  devotional  books;  among  these  the  abridged  version 
of  Bachye’s  “Duties  of  the  Heart”  is  especially  recom- 
mended.36 He  is  further  bidden  by  the  Mentor-Angel  to 
devote  himself  more  diligently  to  the  study  of  the  Cabbala, 
which  Caro  seems  to  have  neglected  for  a long  time.  “If  thou 
wilt  have  appointed  times  for  the  acquisition  of  the  knowledge 
of  the  Cabbala,  I will  open  thy  heart  so  that  thou  shalt  re- 
ceive the  most  hidden  secrets  unrevealed  to  man  for  many 
years.”  37 

The  Mentor-Angel,  however,  was  not  always  severe.  His 
motherly  ways  are  not  limited  to  chastisement.  Thus  he  once 
began  his  address,  “Behold,  I kiss  thee  the  kiss  of  love;  behold, 
I embrace  thee.”  38  Nor  does  he  confine  himself  to  rebukes 
and  strictures.  He  also  holds  out  hopes  and  promises.  These 
give  us  a fair  insight  into  Caro’s  aspirations  as  a scholar  and 
a saint.  They  may,  perhaps,  be  summed  up  in  the  following 
three  points. 

The  first  aspiration  was  that  the  books  with  which  Caro 
happened  to  be  occupied,  especially  the  Beth  Joseph,  should 
be  free  from  error,  and  after  publication  accepted  as  standard 
works  all  over  the  Dispersion,  whilst  he  himself  should  be 
recognised  as  an  authority  of  the  first  rank.39  There  is  a human 
touch  in  the  fact,  that  notwithstanding  this  anxiety  Caro 
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regards  it  as  a joyful  message  when  his  Mentor-Angel  tells 
him  that  he  will  be  blessed  with  a son  who,  besides  being 
one  of  the  greatest  mystics  of  the  time,  will  also  write  strictures 
on  his  father’s  works.40  Caro  was  especially  anxious  for  the 
privilege  of  spreading  Torah  in  Israel,  and  had  the  repeated 
promise  from  his  Mentor-Angel  that  he  would  be  worthy 
of  presiding,  over  the  greatest  gathering  of  disciples  in  Israel, 
and  that  he  would  also  receive  sufficient  material  support  for 
his  college  to  enable  his  disciples  to  devote  themselves  entirely 
to  the  study  of  the  Torah.41 

As  a mystic,  all  things  on  earth  are  to  Caro  only  a reflex 
of  some  original  in  heaven,  and  thus  in  his  capacity  as  the 
master  of  the  greatest  Torah-school  here  below,  he  is  brought 
into  communion  with  its  prototype  in  the  regions  above.  It 
is  from  there  that  his  Mentor-Angel  often  brings  him  greetings 
in  the  typical  expression,  “Peace  from  the  College  of 
Heaven.”  42  Sometimes  the  greeting  begins  with  the  words, 
“Behold  the  Holy  One,  blessed  be  he,  and  all  the  sons  of  the 
(heavenly)  college,  send  unto  thee  peace,  and  are  opening 
unto  thee  the  gates  of  light.”  43  Occasionally  these  greetings 
drift  off  into  a string  of  solemn  promises  of  the  bliss  and 
reward  awaiting  Caro  in  the  world  to  come,  where  he  will 
associate  with  all  the  heavenly  hosts  and  the  souls  of  the 
departed  saints  and  scholars  whose  interpreter  he  was  in 
this  world.44  It  is  interesting  to  see  how  the  Mentor-Angel, 
with  pedagogical  insight,  uses  these  very  promises  for  a moral 
lesson.  For  instance,  in  one  place  where  he  gives  him  a full 
description  of  the  glorious  reception  with  which  he  will  meet 
in  the  circle  of  the  righteous,  headed  by  the  Divine  Presence, 
and  the  fetes  which  will  be  given  in  his  honour,  he  winds 
up  with  the  words:  “Beloved,  the  Holy  One  and  all  the 
members  of  the  Heavenly  Academy  send  me  to  make  thee 
acquainted  with  this  secret,  in  order  that  thou  mayest  see 
thyself  in  this  high  degree,  and  thus  thou  wilt  never  come 
into  the  power  of  sin,  not  even  by  an  evil  thought.  Should 
temptation  become  overpowering,  rebuke  it  and  say,  ‘Shall  a 
man  like  me,  whose  future  is  meant  for  such  glories,  allow 
himself  to  sin,  be  it  even  only  by  an  evil  thought?’  ” 45  This 
is  indeed  one  of  the  Mentor-Angel’s  pedagogical  tactics,  to 
impress  Caro  with  his  great  importance,  and  at  the  same  time 
show  what  duties  such  importance  involves.  By  the  very 
breath  of  his  mouth  when  occupied  with  the  uttering  of  the 
Mishnah,  Caro  creates  whole  hosts  of  angels,  surrounding  him 
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as  a suite  surrounds  a king.  Every  word  of  his,  every  thought, 
creates  worlds;  but  so  does  it  destroy  worlds  if  it  is  of  an 
unworthy  and  idle  nature.46 

The  second  aspiration  of  Caro  was  that  he  might  be  worthy 
to  settle  in  the  Holy  Land.47  This  is  a thought  which  probably 
occupied  his  mind  for  many  years  before  he  settled  in  Safed. 
The  promise  to  help  him  realise  that  wish  turns  up  again 
and  again  in  the  addresses  of  the  Mentor-Angel.  Solomon 
Alkabez,  in  the  letter  referred  to  above,  reports  how  the 
Mentor-Angel  said,  “Lose  no  moment  to  go  up  to  the  Holy 
Land,  for  not  all  times  are  favourable.  Regard  not  your  stuff 
(i.e.,  household  things)  ...  I will  maintain  thee.”  It  would 
seem  that  material  considerations,  at  least  for  a time,  prevented 
Caro  from  accomplishing  the  wish  of  his  heart,  for  we  find  in 
another  place,  in  which  the  Angel  promises  him  that  within  a 
year  he  will  be  in  Palestine,  he  says  to  him:  “There  is  no 
need  for  thee  to  trouble  thy  mind;  thou  hast  wanted  nothing 
these  last  forty  years,  and  thou  wilt  never  know  want.  Thy 
income  is  prepared  for  thee.  Thou  hast  seen  this  very  moment 
that  the  Holy  One,  blessed  be  he,  gave  thee  as  much  profit 
in  two  thousand  Zuz  as  in  five  thousand.”  48  When  Caro  tarries 
too  long  on  his  way,  through  war  and  other  causes,  the  Mentor- 
Angel  tells  him  that  he  may  stay  in  certain  cities,  such  as 
Salonica  and  others,  for  some  time,  but  he  must  never  settle 
anywhere  until  he  reaches  the  Holy  Land.  Of  course,  with  this 
aspiration  is  also  connected  his  hope  that  he  will  be  worthy 
of  becoming  the  head  of  the  Yeshibah  and  an  elder  of  the 
Holy  Land.49 

His  third  aspiration  was  that  he  should  die  the  death  of  a 
martyr  at  the  stake.  This  is  a wish  which  Caro  cherished 
when  he  was  still  in  Nicopolis,  and  which  mingled  with  his 
dreams  throughout  his  entire  life.50  Caro  assures  us  that  in 
visions  without  number  he  received  the  promise  that  he 
would  be  worthy  to  be  burned  for  the  sanctification  of  the 
Holy  Name,51  so  that  every  taint  of  sin  which  may  have 
cleaved  unto  him  in  his  passage  through  this  world  would  be 
removed,  and  his  soul  cleansed,  and  thus  reach  the  de- 
gree of  the  holy  and  pure  ones.  Here  again  the  Men- 
tor-Angel employs  this  dearest  wish  of  Caro’s  heart  for 
his  pedagogical  purposes,  as  when  he  tells  him:  “Behold, 
I have  singled  thee  out  to  be  a burnt-offering,  to  be  consumed 
in  fire  for  the  sake  of  the  sanctification  of  the  Name,  but 
thou  knowest  that  in  the  burnt-offering  no  blemish  may  be 
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found,  not  even  in  thought.  Hence,  take  care  that  all  thy 
thoughts  are  absorbed  by  the  Torah.”  52  On  the  whole,  the 
promises  of  the  Mentor-Angel  were  fairly  kept,  except  this. 
Turkey  was  perhaps  at  no  time  the  country  in  which  the 
crown  of  martyrdom  could  be  easily  gained.  For  this,  one  had 
to  go  to  the  lands  of  Christendom,  where  love  was  preached 
and  murder  acted.  Caro  showed  no  particular  desire  to  return 
to  Europe.  In  this  connexion  it  is  rather  interesting  to  note 
that  Caro  was  not  quite  free  from  anxiety,  for  he  found  it 
worth  his  while  to  write  down  the  following  apparently  good 
message  of  his  Mentor- Angel:  During  the  afternoon  prayer, 
when  the  reader  was  chanting  the  portion  from  the  scroll  of 
the  Law,  I was  told,  “Know,  my  beloved  and  dear  Joseph, 
that  the  Sultan  will  win  the  battle  in  which  he  is  now  engaged 
against  the  King  of  Edom.”  53 

The  Maggid  Mesharim  occasionally  contains  references  to 
different  personages  mentioned  in  Caro’s  other  works.  But 
whilst  in  these  latter  they  are  cited  with  their  proper  titles, 
as  “Rabbi,”  “Master,”  or  “the  great  Rabbi,”  in  the  Maggid 
Mesharim,  as  befitting  a production  of  an  angelic  being,  this 
official  stiffness  disappears.  Titles  are,  for  the  most  part, 
dropped,  and  they  are  introduced  with  such  endearing  epithets 
as  “my  chosen  Moses”  (Maimonides),  “my  saintly  Asher” 
(Rosh),  “my  God-fearing  Jonah”  (Rabbenu  Jonah),  “my  dear 
Jacob”  (Jacob  ben  Asher,  the  author  of  the  Turim ),  “my 
modest  Jeruham”  (author  of  a well-known  code  of  the  Rabbinic 
Law).  But  the  name  which  occurs  most  frequently  is  that  of 
“my  chosen  Solomon.”  54  This  name  is  at  most  times  used 
for  Solomon  Molko,  but  it  is  not  impossible  that  in  one  or 
two  places  it  refers  to  Solomon  Alkabez,  two  beautiful  souls 
who  seem  to  have  been  the  especial  favourites  of  Caro.55 

We  must  digress  for  a moment  from  Caro  himself  to  con- 
sider the  career  of  these  two  worthies.  Solomon  Molko  de- 
serves a monograph  to  himself.  He  would  best  form  the  subject 
of  a great  historical  novel.  If  our  novelists  were  somewhat 
less  of  realists,  and  would  stop  their  eternal  harping  on  the 
problem  of  mixed  marriages,  which  is  certainly  no  problem 
to  those  who  begin  to  consider  it  in  the  light  of  a problem, 
and  if  they  further  possessed  something  of  the  sympathetic 
intuition  of  a Disraeli  and  the  artistic  insight  into  the  past 
of  a Sir  Walter  Scott  or  Charles  Reade,  they  would  find  Molko 
the  hero  of  one  of  the  greatest  historical  romances  ever 
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written.  For  our  purpose  of  presenting  the  friend  of  Caro  a 
few  data  must  suffice.56 

Solomon  Molko  was  born  in  Portugal  about  the  year  1501, 
as  a crypto-Jew,  or  Marrano,  where  he  received  the  name 
Diogo  Pires.  He  was  endowed  with  all  the  graces  of  Nature 
calculated  to  make  his  personality  both  pleasing  and  im- 
pressive. He  enjoyed  an  excellent  education,  and  at  an  early 
age  he  was  able  to  speak  and  write  Latin,  the  learned  lan- 
guage of  the  time.  Like  so  many  other  Marranos,  he  received, 
in  secret,  instruction  in  Hebrew  subjects,  such  as  the  Bible 
and  the  Talmud,  and  even  the  Cabbala,  in  which  branches  of 
study  he  acquired  great  proficiency.  His  various  accomplish- 
ments secured  for  him  rapid  advancement  in  official  circles. 
He  was  very  young  when  he  was  appointed  secretary  at  one 
of  the  high  courts  of  justice  in  Lisbon.  He  was  also  a great 
favourite  at  the  Court.  But  neither  the  duties  of  his  office  nor 
the  diversions  of  Court  life  were  sufficient  to  fill  the  vacuum 
he  felt  under  the  false  life  he  led.  His  thoughts  and  his  heart 
were  with  Judaism,  over  whose  destiny  and  bis  part  in  it  he 
constantly  brooded.  This  brooding  soon  resulted  in  all  sorts 
of  visions  and  wild  dreams,  which  visited  him  day  and  night. 
At  the  first  impulse,  supposed  to  have  been  given  him  by  the 
famous  adventurer  David  Reubeni,  who  was  then  travelling 
in  Europe  in  the  questionable  capacity  of  an  ambassador 
of  the  lost  Ten  Tribes,  he  was  initiated  into  the  covenant  of 
Abraham,  and  became  a Jew.  This  occurred  about  the  year 
1523.  He  then  entered  upon  a course  of  ascetic  practices, 
fasting  for  many  days  without  interruption,  depriving  himself 
of  sleep,  and  spending  his  time  in  prayer  and  meditation, 
which  was  naturally  followed  by  more  visions  of  an  apoc- 
alyptic nature.  The  visions  were  manifested  to  him,  as  in  the 
case  of  Caro,  by  a Maggid,  who  communed  with  him  from 
heaven  in  dreams.  In  obedience  to  the  command  of  this 
heavenly  messenger,  he  left  Portugal  for  Turkey,  which  was 
a safer  place  for  men  of  Molko’s  cast  of  mind.  There,  as  it 
would  seem,  he  spent  the  next  five  or  six  years.  The  appear- 
ance of  this  enthusiastic,  handsome  young  mystic  made  a 
deep  impression  upon  the  Jewish  communities  visited  by  him. 
Molko  probably  visited  also  Jerusalem  and  Safed  in  Palestine. 
There  is  no  positive  evidence  for  this  fact,  but  it  is  hardly 
possible  that  he  should  have  failed  to  explore  the  places  which 
he  saw  with  his  spiritual  eye  in  his  mystic  moments.  Legend 
reports  also  that  even  after  his  death  he  would  pay  visits  to 
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his  fiancee  in  Safed  on  every  Friday  evening,  reading  in  her 
presence  the  Sanctification-Benediction  over  the  cup  of  wine 
( Kiddush ) with  which  the  Sabbath  is  initiated.  This  would 
doubtless  suggest  that  he  had  once  been  at  this  place.57  The 
end  of  the  year  1529  finds  him  at  Ancona  in  Italy  where  he 
preached  on  the  advent  of  the  Messiah.  His  sermons  seem  to 
have  made  a great  sensation,  and  were  listened  to  by  large 
crowds,  both  Jews  and  Christians,  including  some  high  dig- 
nitaries of  the  Church.  Some  time  after  this  he  repaired  to 
Rome,  in  which  city  he  had  again  all  sorts  of  visions  and 
dreams.  He  soon  gained  access  to  the  Pope,  Clement  VII, 
who  felt  rather  attracted  toward  him,  and  together  with  cer- 
tain cardinals,  not  less  favourable  to  Molko  than  the  Holy 
Father  himself,  protected  him  against  the  dangers  threatening 
him  from  the  Roman  police  as  a renegade  from  the  Christian 
faith.  He  predicted  to  the  Pope  the  flood  which  was  soon  to 
come  upon  Rome,  and  went  to  Venice  for  a time.  He  returned 
to  Rome  and  had  several  more  conferences  with  the  Pope 
and  other  high  personages,  all  the  time  preaching  publicly 
repentance  as  a preparation  for  the  approaching  advent  of 
the  Messiah,  in  which  he  was  to  play  a conspicuous  part, 
either  as  the  forerunner  of  the  Messiah  or  as  the  Messiah  ben 
Joseph.  But  all  the  patronage  he  had  did  not  protect  him  from 
the  intrigues  of  his  deadly  enemy,  the  Jewish  physician  Jacob 
Mantino,  who  is  not  to  be  held  entirely  guiltless  of  his  falling 
into  the  hands  of  the  Emperor,  Charles  V.  The  latter,  in  turn, 
handed  him  over  to  the  Inquisition.  The  end  was  that  Molko 
was  burned  as  a heretic  in  Mantua,  in  1532.  When  approach- 
ing the  stake,  he  was  offered  pardon  in  the  name  of  the 
Emperor,  if  he  would  recant.  Molko  replied  that  he  longed 
for  the  death  of  a martyr,  to  become  “a  burnt-offering  of 
sweet  savour  unto  the  Lord;  if  he  had  anything  to  repent  of, 
it  was  that  he  had  been  a Christian  in  his  youth.” 

Caro’s  acquaintance  with  Molko  must  have  been  formed 
either  in  Adrianople  or  in  Salonica,  both  of  which  cities  were 
visited  by  the  latter  during  his  travels.  The  acquaintance  grew 
into  a strong  attachment,  at  least  on  the  part  of  Caro,  who 
thought  himself  indebted  to  Molko  for  certain  spiritual  in- 
fluences which  he  had  on  his  life.  Thus  said  the  Mentor-Angel 
to  Caro,  “God  brought  thee  together  with  my  chosen  Solomon 
to  see  whether  thou  wilt  know  him,  and  it  was  a merit  (or 
rather,  good  fortune)  that  thou  didst  learn  to  know  him 
and  also  didst  learn  from  him  to  fear  me.”  58  It  is,  however, 
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an  exaggeration  to  think  that  it  was  Molko  who  converted 
Caro  to  his  belief  in  the  Cabbala,  or  that  it  was  the  martyr- 
death  of  Molko  that  incited  in  Caro  the  desire  to  end  his 
life  in  a similar  manner.  Cabbala  was  in  the  air;  the  greatest 
men  of  Israel  were  committed  to  it,  and  it  required  no 
special  agencies  to  make  Caro  one  of  its  adherents.  The  fact 
is,  that  Molko  was  lovable,  and  Caro  loved  him.  That  the 
tragic  death  of  Molko  made  a deep  impression  upon  Caro, 
and  mingled  with  his  dreams  and  visions,  only  proves  that 
the  legalistic  studies  which  formed  the  main  occupation  of 
Caro’s  life,  do  not  incapacitate  a man  for  the  qualities  of 
admiration  and  love.  As  to  the  longing  of  Caro  for  the 
death  of  a martyr,  we  have  seen  that  he  had  the  privilege 
of  calls  from  the  Mentor-Angel  while  he  was  still  a resident 
of  Nicopolis,  and  it  was  there  that  he  received  the  promise  of 
martyrdom  for  the  first  time  from  his  heavenly  messenger. 
This  occurred  about  1522,  long  before  Caro  even  knew  of 
the  existence  of  such  a person  as  Molko.  It  is  to  be  noted 
that  martyrdom  in  case  of  necessity  is  a regular  command, 
forming  one  of  the  six  hundred  and  thirteen  laws.  According 
to  some  authorities,  the  supreme  act  of  martyrdom,  like  the 
fulfilment  of  any  other  command  of  the  Law,  should  be 
preceded  by  a benediction,  namely,  “Blessed  art  thou,  O Lord 
our  God,  King  of  the  world,  who  hast  sanctified  us  with 
thy  commandments,  and  hast  bidden  us  to  hallow  thy  Name 
among  the  many.”  Now,  if  we  consider  how  anxious  a legist 
of  Caro’s  frame  of  mind  must  have  been  to  fulfil  a com- 
mandment— the  characteristic  of  the  legalistic  saints  of  every 
generation — no  further  explanation  is  needed  for  Caro’s 
longing  for  martyrdom.  It  was  simply  his  desire  to  fulfil  a 
commandment  of  the  Torah.  As  one  of  the  saints  expresses 
it:  If  the  Heavenly  Court  were  to  decree  hell  punishment 
against  him,  he  would  jump  into  the  pit  with  all  his  might 
and  without  a moment’s  delay,  embracing  with  joy  the  op- 
portunity to  fulfil  a Divine  command.69 

Much  less  is  known  of  the  life  of  the  second  Solomon — 
Solomon  Halevi  Alkabez.  There  are  no  records  enabling  us 
to  determine  the  place  where  he  was  born,  nor  the  dates 
of  his  birth  and  death.  We  know,  however,  that  he  flourished 
about  the  first  half  of  the  sixteenth  century,  that  he  was  the 
disciple  of  Joseph  Taytasak,  Rabbi  of  Salonica,  and  that 
later  he  became  the  master  and  brother-in-law  of  the  famous 
Cabbalist  Moses  Cordovero.  His  acquaintance  with  Caro 
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probably  dates  from  the  third  decade  of  that  century,  he 
having  met  him  in  Salonica  or  Adrianople.  Alkabez  was  a 
scholar  and  a poet.  Of  his  books  it  suffices  to  mention  here 
the  Manoth  ha-Levi  (Gifts  of  the  Levite),  a homiletical 
commentary  on  the  Book  of  Esther,  in  which  he  showed  his 
wide  acquaintance  with  Rabbinic  literature,  having  had,  as 
it  seems,  access  to  manuscripts  which  he  very  judiciously 
used  in  the  said  work.  The  story  is  that  the  title  of  the  book 
was  suggested  by  the  fact  that  it  formed  a present  to  his 
fiancee  on  the  occasion  of  the  Purim  festival.  His  father-in- 
law  and  the  girl,  the  tradition  is,  were  more  pleased  with 
this  gift  than  with  costly  jewelry,  which  young  men  were 
then  in  the  habit  of  sending  to  their  sweethearts  on  the  day 
of  Purim.  But  he  is  best  known  by  his  poem,  Lechah  Dodi, 
“Come,  my  Beloved,  etc.,”  with  which  he  and  his  friends 
used  to  receive  Queen  Sabbath.  The  Sabbath  was  to  him  a 
living  reality  to  be  welcomed  after  a six  days’  absence  with 
that  expectant  joy  and  impatient  love  with  which  the  groom 
meets  his  bride.  It  is  perhaps  one  of  the  finest  pieces  of 
religious  poetry  in  existence,  and  has  been  translated  by 
Herder  and  by  Heine  into  German.  Catholic  Israel,  whose 
love  for  Bride  Sabbath  and  whose  hope  for  final  redemption 
it  echoed  so  well,  soon  honoured  Alkabez’  poem  with  a 
prominent  place  in  almost  all  its  rituals;  and  the  Lechah 
Dodi  is  now  sung  all  over  the  world  on  Sabbath  eve,  when 
Queen  Sabbath  holds  her  levee  in  the  tents  of  Jacob.60 

To  return  to  Caro  and  Safed:  When  Caro  arrived  in 
Palestine,  which  could  not  well  have  been  earlier  than  after 
the  middle  of  the  year  1536,  Safed  was  already  grown  to 
the  size  of  one  thousand  Jewish  families.  The  additions  to 
the  community  were  mostly  made  up  of  Spanish  and 
Portuguese  exiles,  who  were  soon  in  a position  to  build  a 
second  synagogue  for  the  purpose  of  accommodating  their 
newly  arrived  countrymen.61  Their  numbers  were  so  in- 
creased that  they  considered  themselves  strong  enough  to 
attempt  to  force  their  special  usages  with  regard  to  the 
regulating  of  dowries  upon  other  sections  of  the  community. 
The  Spanish  language,  the  vernacular  of  the  Sephardim, 
became  soon  the  teaching  medium  in  the  schools,  suppressing 
all  other  languages.62  They  quickly  won,  both  by  their  num- 
bers and  by  the  distinction  of  their  leaders,  such  an  excep- 
tional position  that  we  find  men  of  importance  and  standing 
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among  the  native  Jewish  population  vain  enough  to  call 
themselves  Sephardim,  the  name  common  to  Jews  hailing 
from  Spain  and  Portugal.63  There  is  reason  to  believe  that 
at  this  time  also  a German  Jewish  community  was  established 
in  Safed  perhaps  presided  over  by  the  father-in-law  of  Caro. 
We  have  furthermore  references  to  a Portuguese  synagogue, 
an  Italian  synagogue,  and  a Greek  synagogue,  dating  from 
about  the  same  time.64  The  constitution  of  these  communities 
seems  to  have  been  strictly  autonomous,  each  community 
having  its  own  synagogue,  its  own  preacher,  and  its  own 
Yeshibah.  They  were  even,  to  a certain  extent,  jealous  of 
every  outside  interference,  and  it  was  expected  that  each  new 
arrival  would  join  the  congregation  composed  of  his  own 
fellow-countrymen.65  On  the  other  hand,  there  is  evidence 
that  they  had  a Beth  ha-Wa’ad  (meeting  house),  forming  a 
sort  of  general  board  consisting  of  the  Rabbis  of  the  various 
synagogues,  to  which  occasionally  Rabbis  attached  to  no 
congregation  in  particular  were  invited.  This  board  probably 
dealt  only  with  matters  of  grave  importance  and  of  general 
interest.66 

The  means  of  gaining  a livelihood  were  various.  The 
natives,  or,  as  they  were  called,  the  Moriscos,  were  probably 
still  engaged  in  peddling,  as  their  ancestors  had  been.67 
There  is  also  evidence  that  they  cultivated  the  ground  in  the 
neighbouring  villages,  producing  wheat,  barley,  beans,  cotton, 
oil,  wine,  and  figs.  Those,  again,  who  possessed  some  capital, 
which  was  probably  the  case  with  many  of  the  Spanish 
immigrants,  were  engaged  in  trading,  exporting  grain,  wine, 
and  oil  to  Damascus  and  other  places,  and  importing  from 
there  articles  for  which  there  was  a demand  in  Safed.68 
There  also  grew  up  in  Safed  a large  trade  in  the  weaving 
of  wool  and  in  the  manufacturing  of  clothes;  these  trades 
were  entirely  in  the  hands  of  the  Jews.69  Indeed,  R.  Levi  ben 
Chabib,  of  whom  I shall  speak  presently,  sarcastically  asks 
whether  it  was  because  of  the  large  quantity  of  clothes 
manufactured  there  that  Safed  arrogated  to  itself  the  leader- 
ship of  Judaism.70  Wealthy  Jews  in  Constantinople  and  in 
Damascus  would,  as  it  seems,  send  ships  laden  with  wool 
to  Safed  for  the  purpose  of  encouraging  the  wool  industry 
there  and  giving  employment  to  those  engaged  in  it.  About 
the  year  1600,  such  a ship,  containing  wool  to  the  value  of 
nearly  100,000  Keseph  and  10,000  Keseph  in  cash  for  the 
desperate  poor,  was  wrecked  on  its  voyage,  which  caused 
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distress  in  Safed.71  There  was  also  in  Safed  a great  demand 
for  such  artisans  as  weavers,  smiths,  tailors,  tanners,  wood- 
workers, and  builders.  There  was  probably  also  some  demand 
for  men  connected  with  the  printing  trade,  which  was  es- 
tablished in  Safed  about  the  year  1653  by  two  German  Jews. 
The  first  book  printed  there  was  the  commentary  of  R. 
Moses  Alsheich  to  Daniel,  and  was  followed  by  several 
other  works.  “The  print  of  these  books  is  excellent,  and 
testifies  to  the  good  taste  and  the  prosperity  of  the  Safed 
community  at  that  time.”  72  The  only  profession  for  which 
there  was  not  any  room  in  Safed  was  that  of  teacher,  since 
the  community  was,  we  are  told,  sufficiently  provided  with 
schools  and  instructors.  Nor  was  there  any  place  for  servants, 
as  everybody,  as  we  have  seen,  attended  to  his  own  domestic 
work.73  The  prosperity  was  so  great  that  they  were  envied 
for  it  by  their  brethren  abroad.  Thus  a Roman  Jew  writes 
in  1543,  “The  good  message  has  come  from  the  land  of 
Desire  (Palestine)  that  the  Lord  remembered  his  people 
and  his  land  and  the  Children  of  Israel,  granting  to  them 
wealth  and  honour  in  most  trades.”  74 

However,  men  did  not  settle  in  Palestine  for  the  purpose 
of  developing  the  natural  resources  of  the  country.  What 
led  them  there  was,  as  indicated  above,  the  spiritual  wealth 
which  the  Holy  Land  alone  could  afford.  In  such  wealth, 
Safed,  at  this  period,  was  particularly  rich.  I have  already 
mentioned  the  letter  of  Shlomel,  with  its  reference  to  the 
population  of  Safed  and  the  various  Talmudical  colleges 
maintained  there.75  Though  Shlomel  writes  at  the  beginning 
of  the  seventeenth  century,  there  is  nothing  to  indicate  that 
the  last  decades  of  the  sixteenth  century  witnessed  a par- 
ticular increase  of  immigration  out  of  proportion  to  that  of 
the  preceding  decades.  Indeed,  we  shall  see  later  on  that 
in  his  time  the  glory  of  Safed  was  already  on  the  wane. 
We  have  the  right  to  assume  that  the  number  of  Rabbis  of 
the  sixteenth  century  was  at  least  not  smaller  than  that  of  the 
seventeenth.  Shlomel’s  statistics  are,  of  course,  like  all  sta- 
tistics, not  very  reliable;  indeed,  the  number  three  hundred 
occurs  too  frequently  in  the  letters  relating  to  Safed.  It  has 
also  to  be  pointed  out  that  the  term  “Rabbi”  with  Shlomel 
does  not  exactly  mean  the  officiating  minister,  but  simply 
a man  who,  both  on  account  of  his  learning  and  his  saintly 
life — two  indispensable  qualifications  for  a Rabbi  in  olden 
times — might  easily  perform  the  functions  of  a Rabbi.  Still, 
there  can  be  little  doubt  that  no  place  in  Jewish  history 
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since  the  destruction  of  the  Holy  Temple  could  point  to  so 
brilliant  a gathering  of  men,  so  great  in  their  respective 
branches,  so  diversified  in  the  objects  of  their  study,  and 
so  united  by  the  dominant  thought  of  religion,  as  were 
attracted  to  Safed  during  the  greater  part  of  the  sixteenth 
century. 

The  fame  of  the  “saints  and  men  of  action”  must  have 
spread  “outside  of  the  land”  early  in  the  sixteenth  century, 
and  it  was  probably  the  desire  for  their  society  which  deter- 
mined Caro  in  his  choice  of  Safed.  For  such  was  the  promise 
given  him  by  the  Mentor- Angel:  “I  will  give  thee  places  to 
walk  among  these  that  stand  by”  (Zechariah  3:7),  “making 
thee  worthy  to  go  up  to  the  land  of  Israel  and  join  there 
my  beloved  Solomon  and  the  Associates  to  learn  and  to 
teach.”  76 

The  most  prominent  among  these  was  doubtless  R.  Jacob 
Berab.77  Berab,  who  was  an  emigrant  from  Castile,  Spain, 
and  held  the  office  of  Rabbi  in  various  Jewish  communities, 
settled  in  Safed  about  the  year  1535,  where  he  soon  became 
the  recognised  head  of  the  Jewish  community,  which  con- 
sisted at  that  time  of  at  least  seven  congregations.  It  seems 
that  he  gathered  around  him  some  of  the  best  minds  of 
Safed,  who  acknowledged  themselves  as  his  disciples.  Caro 
himself  recognised  him  as  an  authority,  quoting  him  as  a 
rule  with  the  epithet  “our  great  master.”  Berab  has  left  us 
a volume  of  Responsa,  to  which  are  appended  commentaries 
on  certain  portions  of  the  Talmud,  but  he  is  best  known 
to  history  by  his  unsuccessful  efforts  to  re-introduce  the 
institution  of  “Ordination”  ( Semichah ) among  the  Jews. 
This  attempt  was  made  in  the  year  1538,  and  bears  evidence 
to  the  high  position  held  in  Jewry  by  the  sages  of  Safed, 
both  by  their  numbers  and  by  the  weight  of  their  great 
learning:  this  fact  alone  could  have  emboldened  Berab  and 
his  friends  to  embark  upon  their  daring  enterprise.78  Or- 
dination, as  they  intended  it,  was  not  the  mere  ceremonious 
laying  on  of  hands  in  connexion  with  a candidate  for  Rab- 
binical office  with  some  solemn  speech  attendant  thereon. 
What  Berab  aimed  at,  was  the  re-establishment  of  the  body 
of  the  Sanhedrin  (that  could  exist  only  in  Palestine),  which 
would  wield  supreme  authority  over  the  whole  of  Israel  in 
various  ways,  thus  forming  a new  Jewish  spiritual  centre. 
His  great  opponent  in  this  matter  was  R.  Levi  ben  Chabib, 
a former  resident  of  Safed,  living  then  at  Jerusalem. 

This  is  not  the  place  to  enter  into  the  arguments  of  both 
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sides,  which  both  parties  drew  from  the  Talmud.  There 
may  have  been  also  some  petty  personal  jealousies;  some 
of  the  arguments  are  certainly  of  a rather  petty  character, 
particularly  on  Berab’s  side.  Berab  was  something  of  what 
we  might  call  a strong  man,  of  strenuous  tendencies,  and 
his  treatment  of  Ben  Chabib  was  by  no  means  tender.  But 
there  is  no  doubt  that  Berab’s  aspirations  were  of  great 
national  importance,  and  if  realised  would  have  served  to 
strengthen  the  bonds  of  union  in  Israel.  The  scholars  of 
Safed  worked  in  harmony  with  Berab,  twenty-five  of  their 
number  signing  the  epistle  sent  to  the  sages  of  Jerusalem 
that  contained  the  resolution  of  the  former  to  re-introduce 
Ordination.  The  resolution  was  soon  translated  into  action, 
Berab  ordaining  four  elders,  representing  the  flower  of  Safed’s 
scholarship.79  Caro,  who  was  one  of  the  four,  and  apparently 
figured  also  among  the  signatories  of  the  correspondence 
with  Jerusalem,  is  especially  complimented  by  his  Mentor- 
Angel  for  the  zeal  shown  by  him  for  the  great  cause.  He 
must  also  have  entertained  the  hope  that  he  might  succeed 
one  day  where  Berab  had  failed;  at  least,  he  received  the 
heavenly  promise  that  he  would  be  the  instrument  through 
which  Ordination  should  be  restored.80  This  is  another  of 
the  Mentor-Angel’s  unfulfilled  prophecies. 

The  excitement  of  the  Ordination  controversy  subsided 
with  the  death  of  Berab,  which  occurred  shortly  after  1540. 
Caro,  who  devoted  his  time  to  lecturing  to  his  disciples, 
writing  his  books,  and  attending  to  social  work,  or,  as  it  is 
usually  called  in  Hebrew  literature,  the  “needs  of  the  con- 
gregation,” was  constantly  growing  in  influence  and  au- 
thority. He  apparently  felt  trouble  in  his  mind  about  this 
interference  with  his  studies,  for  we  find  that  the  Mentor- 
Angel  has  to  comfort  him  and  make  it  clear  that  the  social 
work  in  which  he  was  engaged  was  also  a part  of  his  duties, 
which  he  had  no  right  to  ignore.81 

His  most  formidable  rival  was  R.  Moses  ben  Joseph 
Trani,  who  settled  in  Safed  in  the  year  1518,  and  became 
Rabbi  of  the  Spanish  congregation  Beth  Jacob,  and  the 
head  of  the  Yeshibah  connected  with  it,  in  1521,  which  offices 
he  retained  until  his  death  in  1580.82  Like  Caro,  he  was 
ordained  by  Berab,  to  whom  he  stood  in  the  relation  of  a 
colleague-disciple,  and  he  showed  even  more  zeal  for  the 
honour  of  his  master  than  Caro.  Indeed,  he  resents  in  one 
place  the  indifference  of  Caro  to  the  attacks  made  on  Berab 
in  connexion  with  certain  legal  decisions.83  Trani  wrote 
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several  works,  one  of  which  was  of  a semi-philosophical 
nature  on  doctrinal  questions,  but  he  is  chiefly  famous  for 
the  collection  of  his  Responsa,  which  show  him  to  have 
been  a Talmudist  of  the  first  order  and  regarded  as  such 
by  his  contemporaries.  Though  generally,  like  all  other 
Rabbis  of  the  place,  confined  in  his  jurisdiction  to  his  own 
congregation,  he  seems  to  have  been  regarded  by  the  whole 
community  as  a specialist  in  real  estate  questions.  “I  have,” 
he  says,  “been  one  of  the  first  in  everything  relating  to  the 
holiness  of  the  land  in  the  city  of  Safed  since  the  year 
5335.  God  put  it  in  my  heart  to  build  up  the  desolate  places 
thereof.  I have  watched  over  them  in  most  of  their  building 
enterprises,  that  no  man  should  encroach  upon  the  property 
of  his  neighbour,  and  other  matters  relating  to  questions 
of  surveying  and  ancient  rights,  even  with  regard  to  the 
synagogues  which  were  built  all  these  years,  when  (the 
worshippers)  coming  from  Turkey  and  other  places  divided 
according  to  their  languages.”  84 

Several  cases  occurred  in  which  Trani  had  the  opportunity 
to  clash  with  Caro’s  opinions;  the  most  important  of  these 
seems  to  have  been  one  in  connexion  with  the  observance 
of  the  Sabbatical  Year,  the  laws  in  regard  to  which  were 
not  considered  entirely  obsolete  in  the  Holy  Land.  The 
great  majority  of  scholars,  however,  were  in  favour  of 
Caro’s  opinion,  to  enforce  it  as  the  norm  for  the  practice.85 
This  case  arose  in  the  year  1574,  a year  before  Caro’s  death, 
but  his  recognition  as  a master  of  the  Holy  Land  or,  as  he 
expressed  it  somewhere  else,  “the  great  codifier  of  the  Holy 
Land,”  came  long  before.  In  almost  all  the  Opinions  of  that 
generation,  Caro’s  signature  appears  first,  and  his  Yeshibah 
had,  according  to  tradition,  a seating  capacity  of  seven 
hundred  students.88  This  is  probably  an  exaggeration,  but 
the  attendance  at  his  Yeshibah  was  undoubtedly  very  large, 
and  included  some  of  the  greatest  names  of  the  time.  As  one 
of  the  Safed  scholars  expressed  it,  “We  are  all  his  disciples, 
drinking  his  waters,  and  bound  to  honour  him.”  87  Among 
these,  Cordovero  and  Alsheich  deserve  special  mention,  both 
because  of  their  connexion  with  the  history  of  Safed  and 
their  influence  on  posterity. 

R.  Moses  Cordovero  was  born  in  1522  and  died  in  1570. 
Little  is  known  about  his  private  life  except  that  he  married 
a sister  of  Solomon  Alkabez.  In  Talmud  he  was  a disciple 
of  Caro,  who  was  apparently  very  proud  of  him  and  applied 
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to  him  the  verse,  “My  son,  if  thy  heart  be  wise,  my  heart 
shall  rejoice,  even  mine”  (Proverbs  23:15).  We  know  also 
that  he  acted  as  one  of  the  Dayanim  (Judges)  of  Safed  and 
had  a Yeshibah  of  his  own.  A Responsum  of  his  incorporated 
in  the  Responsa  Collection  of  Caro,  testifies  to  his  ability 
as  a Rabbinical  scholar,  but  his  fame  rests  on  his  mystical 
work,  in  which  he  by  far  excelled  all  his  predecessors.88  At 
the  early  age  of  twenty,  the  Voice  warned  him  to  “heal  the 
altar  of  the  Lord  which  is  broken  down,”  under  which  he 
understood  his  neglect  of  a proper  study  of  the  mysteries 
of  the  Torah.89  The  “healing”  came  from  his  brother-in-law, 
Alkabez,  in  whom  he  perceived  a holy  angel  come  down 
from  heaven,  and  who  apparently  figured  at  that  period 
as  the  leading  Cabbalist  of  Safed.  Even  Caro  himself  did 
not  hesitate  to  seek  instruction  from  Alkabez  about  a certain 
obscure  passage  in  the  Zohar.90  At  the  age  of  twenty-six 
(1548),  we  find  Cordovero  in  the  company  of  the  Associates 
( Chaberim ).  This  was  a society  consisting  of  mystically 
inclined  students  of  Safed,  apparently  presided  over  by 
Alkabez.  Very  little  has  come  down  to  us  relative  to  the 
activity  of  this  society,  beyond  the  fact  that  its  members 
used  occasionally  to  undertake  excursions  to  visit  the  graves 
of  the  ancient  Rabbis  supposed  to  be  buried  in  the  neighbour- 
hood of  Safed,  on  which  occasions  they  would  discuss  mys- 
tical subjects.91  But  we  possess  in  manuscript  a list  of  moral 
precepts  drawn  up  by  Cordovero,  of  which  there  is  good 
reason  to  assume  that  they  were  not  meant  exclusively  for 
the  guidance  of  their  author,  but  formed  a sort  of  hand-book 
for  all  the  Associates.  The  following  extracts  will  convey 
some  idea  of  the  frame  of  mind  and  the  tender  conscience 
of  these  men. 

They  are  bidden  not  to  divert  their  thoughts  from  the 
words  of  the  Torah  and  things  holy,  so  that  their  hearts 
become  the  abode  of  the  Shechinah;  not  to  be  betrayed  into 
anger,  as  anger  delivers  man  into  the  power  of  sin;  not 
to  speak  evil  of  any  creature,  including  animals;  never  to 
curse  any  being,  but  to  accustom  oneself  to  bless  even  in 
moments  of  anger;  never  to  take  an  oath,  even  on  the  truth; 
never  to  speak  an  untruth  under  any  condition;  to  be  careful 
not  to  be  included  among  the  four  classes  excluded  from 
the  Divine  Presence,  namely,  the  hypocrites,  the  liars,  the 
scoffers,  and  the  tale-bearers;  not  to  indulge  in  banquets 
except  on  religious  occasions.  They  are  enjoined  to  mingle 
their  minds  with  the  minds  of  their  fellow-men  (that  is, 
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not  to  stand  aloof  from  the  world,  but  to  share  both  in  its 
joys  and  in  its  sorrows),  and  to  behave  in  a kindly  spirit 
toward  their  fellow-men,  even  though  they  be  transgressors; 
to  meet  with  one  of  the  Associates  for  one  or  two  hours 
every  day  for  the  purpose  of  discussing  matters  spiritual; 
to  talk  over  with  an  Associate  every  Friday  the  deeds  ac- 
complished during  the  week,  and  then  set  out  for  the  re- 
ception of  Queen  Sabbath;  to  pronounce  Grace  in  a loud 
voice,  letter  by  letter  and  word  by  word,  so  that  the  children 
at  the  table  can  repeat  after  the  reader;  to  confess  their  sins 
before  every  meal  and  before  going  to  sleep;  to  use  the  sacred 
language  when  speaking  with  the  Associates,  and  to  let  this 
be  always  the  language  of  conversation  on  Sabbath  with 
other  scholars  as  well.  In  another  set  of  precepts  drawn  up 
by  Alkabez,  dating  from  this  time  and  probably  also  meant 
for  the  guidance  of  these  Associates,  we  have  the  ordinance 
that  the  students  should  rebuke  or  admonish  each  other,  but 
the  person  admonished  or  rebuked  must  not  make  any 
reply  in  his  defence  before  the  lapse  of  three  days.92 

The  most  prominent  among  those  for  whose  benefit  these 
regulations  were  composed  was  the  author  himself,  Cordovero, 
whose  interviews  with  Alkabez  seem  to  have  been  more  fre- 
quent and  of  a more  intimate  nature  than  those  of  the  other 
Associates.  At  a later  period  the  relations  of  the  latter  to  their 
master  appear  to  have  been  almost  forgotten,  and  they  are 
quoted  as  the  Associates  of  Cordovero.  Indeed,  it  would  seem 
that  it  was  the  great  popularity  achieved  by  the  works  of 
Cordovero  that  is  responsible  for  the  comparative  oblivion 
into  which  the  mystical  writings  of  Alkabez  fell,  so  that  the 
greater  part  of  them  remained  unpublished.93 

Cordovero ’s  magnum  opus  is  the  Pardes  (the  Garden}, 
the  clearest  and  most  rational  exposition  of  the  Cabbala  in 
existence,  distinguished  by  the  same  qualities  of  methodical 
thought  and  logical  argument  which  distinguished  Caro’s 
works  in  the  department  of  things  legal.  The  Pardes  gave  rise 
to  a great  number  of  works  written  by  various  mystics  in 
Safed,  in  Italy,  and  in  Germany.94  The  book  is  still  considered 
a standard  authority,  even  by  modern  scholars  who  have  ever 
written  anything  worth  reading  about  the  Cabbala.  Cordovero 
wrote  besides  this  many  other  works,  some  of  which  are 
extant  only  in  manuscript.  The  library  of  the  Jewish  Theo- 
logical Seminary  of  America  possesses  a fine  copy  of  his 
famous  work  Alimah,  known  from  quotations  by  certain 
mystics.  But  these  by  no  means  fully  represent  his  literary 
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activity.  R.  Menahem  Azariah,  of  Fano,  in  Italy,  one  of  the 
greatest  of  Cordovero’s  students,  states  that  the  Pardes,  in 
itself  a big  folio  volume,  forms  only  a thirtieth  part  of  the 
works  which  Cordovero  wrote,  not  counting  many  additions, 
appendixes,  and  a number  of  larger  and  smaller  treatises 
which  he  composed.95  His  master,  Caro,  who  survived  him, 
gave  the  funeral  oration  at  his  death,  in  which  he  spoke 
of  him  as  “the  Holy  Ark  of  the  Torah,  to  be  hidden  away 
in  the  grave,”  whilst  Loria  is  said  to  have  seen  two  pillars  of 
fire  attending  the  hearse,  a compliment  shown  by  Heaven 
only  to  one  or  two  men  in  a generation.  Loria  is  also  reported 
to  have  applied  to  him,  in  allusion  to  his  name  (Moses), 
the  well-known  phrase,  “Moses  is  true,  and  his  teaching  is 
true.”  96 

The  second  of  the  disciples  of  Caro  deserving  especial 
mention  is  R.  Moses  Alsheich,  who  survived  his  master  for 
many  years,  being  still  alive  in  the  year  1593.  The  master  of 
his  early  youth  was  probably  Joseph  Taytasak.  We  possess 
from  Alsheich  a volume  of  Responsa  in  which  his  opinions 
in  matters  of  the  law  were  solicited  by  various  Rabbis  of 
repute.  He  also  wrote  Talmudical  discourses  and  a com- 
mentary to  the  Midrash  Rabbah  lost  to  us.  He  lectured  in 
two  Yeshiboth  in  Safed  (which  Vital  attended  in  the  capacity 
of  a pupil) , and  performed  all  the  other  functions  of  a Rabbi 
of  that  time.  He  is,  however,  best  known  by  his  homiletical 
Commentary  on  the  Bible,  which  was  studied  both  by  preach- 
ers and  laymen  for  centuries  afterward,  and  is  still  popular 
with  preachers  in  various  countries.  This  Commentary  is 
usually  cited  under  the  title,  “the  Holy  Alsheich.”  Loria  gave 
the  testimony  that  most  of  his  interpretations  “hit  the  truth,” 
though  in  spite  of  the  efforts  of  Vital  he  did  not  admit  him 
into  his  mystical  circle.97 

Besides  these  and  other  Rabbis  known  more  or  less  to 
posterity,  we  have  in  the  contemporary  literature  any  number 
°f  references  to  sages  and  saints  of  Safed  flourishing  about  this 
time,  in  addition  to  a goodly  number  of  Rabbis  and  students 
whose  spiritual  pedigree  cannot  be  easily  determined.  The 
influence  of  these  scholars  was  not  confined  to  the  schools.  A 
religious  atmosphere  seems  to  have  pervaded  all  classes  of 
the  Jewish  population,  so  that  the  impression  the  Safed  of 
the  sixteenth  century  leaves  on  us  is  that  of  a revival  camp 
in  permanence,  constituted  of  penitents  gathered  from  all 
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parts  of  the  world.  Life  practically  meant  for  them  an  op- 
portunity for  worship,  to  be  only  occasionally  interrupted  by 
such  minor  considerations  as  the  providing  of  a livelihood 
for  their  families  and  the  procuring  of  the  necessary  taxes 
for  the  government.  Prayer  was  the  main  and  universal  oc- 
cupation. For  this  purpose  special  teachers  were  appointed 
to  instruct  women  and  children  in  the  liturgy  and  in  the 
prescribed  benedictions.  But  the  regular  order  of  the  service, 
with  its  fixed  hours,  morning,  afternoon,  and  evening,  did 
not  satisfy  their  longing  for  prayer.  For  them  the  day  began 
in  the  middle  of  the  night,  when  the  “learned”  and  the  “men 
of  action”  would  repair  to  the  synagogues  dressed  in  black, 
seating  themselves  upon  the  floor  and  reading  a special  liturgy, 
the  burden  of  which  was  mourning  over  the  destruction  of  the 
Holy  Temple  and  the  downfall  of  the  people  of  God,  and 
which  concluded  with  a confession  of  the  sins  of  Israel  delay- 
ing the  redemption.  The  example  set  by  them  seems  soon 
to  have  infected  the  general  Jewish  public.  The  man  who 
was  especially  distinguished  for  his  religious  activity  among 
the  masses  was  the  mystic  R.  Abraham  Halevi  Beruchim. 
His  main  work  was  of  a missionary  nature.  He  was  con- 
stantly preaching  to  the  multitudes  and  exhorting  Israel  to 
repentance.  In  the  middle  of  the  night  he  would  rise  and 
walk  through  the  Jewish  quarter,  exclaiming  in  tears,  “My 
brethren  of  the  House  of  Israel!  Is  it  not  known  to  you  that 
our  Strength,  the  very  Divine  Presence,  is  in  exile  because 
of  our  sins;  that  our  Holy  Temple  is  laid  in  ashes;  that  Israel 
is  subjected  to  the  most  bitter  persecutions,  saintly  men  and 
women  being  daily  martyred  by  sword  and  by  fire.  . . .?  And 
ye,  my  brethren,  allow  yourselves  to  enjoy  your  sleep  on  your 
beds  in  quiet  and  rest.  Come,  my  brethren;  come,  my  friends! 
Rise,  ye  holy  children,  blessed  by  the  Lord,  and  let  us  sup- 
plicate the  Lord  our  God,  the  King  who  sitteth  on  the  throne 
of  Mercy.”  Thus  he  used  to  walk  about,  knocking  on  the  doors, 
giving  the  inhabitants  no  rest  until  they  rose  and  went  to 
their  places  of  worship,  so  that  at  one  o’clock  in  the  morning 
the  voice  of  prayer  or  of  the  study  of  the  Torah  could  be 
heard  from  all  the  synagogues.  On  Friday  afternoon,  again, 
he  would  go  about  in  the  market-place,  in  the  high-roads, 
reminding  the  people  to  be  prompt  in  their  preparations  for 
the  coming  day,  so  that  they  might  not,  by  being  late,  become 
involved  in  the  sin  of  the  desecration  of  the  Sabbath.98  The 
eve  of  the  New  Moon  offered  another  opportunity  for  an 
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additional  service,  when  all  the  people  fasted,  and  “men, 
women,  and  students”  would  spend  the  day  in  supplications, 
confession  of  sin,  and  in  various  ascetic  practices.  The  eve 
of  the  seventh  day  of  Passover,  of  the  first  day  of  the  Feast 
of  Weeks,  of  the  Day  of  Atonement,  and  of  the  seventh  day 
of  the  Tabernacle  Feast  were  also  distinguished  by  special 
readings  from  the  Scriptures  and  the  chanting  of  hymns, 
lasting  nearly  the  whole  of  the  night. 

R.  Abraham  Halevi  was  probably  assisted  in  his  missionary 
work  by  certain  “saints  and  men  of  action”  of  whom  it  is 
reported  that  they  used,  on  certain  occasions,  to  preach  on  the 
subjects  of  meekness,  sin,  and  repentance.  Possibly  they  were 
members  of  the  society  Tent  of  Peace  ( Succath  Shalom), 
mentioned  by  R.  Eliezer  Azkari,  for  which  he  wrote  his 
devotional  treatise,  Sepher  Charedim.  In  this  he  tried  to  show 
how  “those  that  tremble  at  the  commandments  of  our  God” 
(Ezra  10:3)  should  consecrate  the  whole  of  man,  in  his 
various  functions  and  different  occupations,  to  the  service  of 
the  Lord.  The  thought  absorbing  the  minds  of  the  “tremblers” 
and  forming  the  object  of  their  discussions  at  their  meetings, 
was  the  delay  of  the  advent  of  the  Messiah,  and  the  sins 
responsible  for  this  delay,  but  it  was  also  a part  of  their 
programme  to  cause  “the  many  to  turn  away  from  sin”  by 
lectures  and  exhortations.  Like  the  Associates  of  Cordovero, 
the  members  of  this  society  were  also  pledged  to  auricular 
confession,  each  of  them  giving  at  their  weekly  meetings  a full 
and  detailed  account  of  his  actions  during  the  preceding  week. 
The  necessity  of  having  to  lay  bare  one’s  life  before  his  fellow- 
men,  and  the  shame  following  upon  it  in  the  case  of  an  un- 
worthy action  would,  so  they  thought,  prove  a preventive 
against  sin.  It  should,  however,  be  remarked  that  Vital, 
notwithstanding  all  his  other  vagaries  and  ascetic  tendencies, 
protested  against  this  institution,  and  declined  to  follow  his 
friends  in  its  practice." 

Besides  the  Tent  of  Peace,  we  have  also  on  record  the 
existence  of  a Society  of  Penitents,  especially  distinguished  for 
its  ascetic  practices,  which  were  of  a very  severe  nature.  Some 
of  its  members,  we  are  told,  refrained  from  food  and  drink 
during  the  day,  performed  their  afternoon  devotions  in  tears, 
and  put  on  sackcloth  and  ashes.  Others,  again,  observed  every 
week  a fast  extending  over  two  or  three  days  and  nights  in 
succession.  R.  Elijah  de  Vidas,  in  his  attempt  to  show  how 
much  one  can  accomplish  in  the  ascetic  line,  points  with 
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evident  pride  to  these  Penitents,  saying:  “I  saw  many  of  them 
rise  in  the  middle  of  the  night,  when  they  would  commence  to 
study,  which  occupied  them  until  the  morning,  and  then  fast 
the  whole  of  the  day.  All  this  they  were  able  to  accomplish 
by  special  Divine  aid,  for  man  does  not  live  by  bread  alone.” 100 
Of  the  Associates  of  Cordovero  we  read  that  some  among  them 
used  to  observe  a fast  extending  over  three  or  four  days  and 
nights,  at  the  change  of  the  four  seasons  of  the  year.  It  is 
further  recorded  that  there  were  many  pious  scholars  who  re- 
frained from  wine  and  meat  during  week-days,  whilst  others 
observed  on  certain  days  of  the  year  the  same  laws  of  levitical 
purity  in  respect  to  their  food  as  the  priests  in  olden  times 
when  eating  the  heave-offering  and  other  sacrificial  pieces. 

It  should,  however,  be  remarked  that  “doing  penance” 
and  chastisement  of  the  flesh  were  not  considered  by  them  as 
synonymous  with  repentance.  Repentance  meant  chiefly  the 
absolute  determination  never  to  return  to  sin  at  the  very 
risk  of  one’s  life,  which  must  precede  all  regeneration  of  the 
heart.  As  Azkari  himself  expresses  it,  “Fasts  and  ascetic 
practices  are  vanity  and  the  work  of  error  without  this  preced- 
ing resolution,”  and  he  goes  on  to  quote  his  contemporary,  the 
Saint  R.  Jacob  Gavinezo,  who  communicated  to  him  the  fact 
that  a man  committed  a most  atrocious  crime  after  a con- 
tinuous fast  of  three  days.  Like  the  sacrifice  in  the  Temple, 
penance  is  only  of  value  when  preceded  by  purification  of  the 
heart,  humility,  and  meekness.101 

It  is  hardly  needful  to  say  that  charity  formed  an  important 
item  in  the  Safed  scheme  of  salvation.  The  injunction  of  the 
mystic  is  to  give  alms  every  day  according  to  one’s  means.102 
This  injunction,  though  originally  intended  for  a small  circle, 
was  accepted  by  the  general  public,  following  the  example 
of  the  saints  of  old,  who  used  always  to  make  some  donation 
to  the  poor  before  beginning  their  prayers.  The  custom  in 
Safed  was  to  make  a regular  collection  during  the  morning 
prayers  in  the  synagogues.  The  men,  however,  with  special 
aspirations  to  saintliness  would  tax  themselves  to  the  amount 
of  twenty  per  cent  of  their  income,  and  it  is  stated  that  even 
among  the  poor  there  were  persons  known  to  give  two  tithes. 
Others,  again,  would  adopt  boys  and  girls  early  orphaned, 
educating  them  in  their  own  families,  and  bringing  them  into 
the  holy  state  of  matrimony  when  they  approached  the 
marriageable  age. 

Yet  Safed  shows  certain  characteristics  of  its  own  which 
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greatly  redeem  it  from  many  an  unpleasant  feature  which 
we  are  accustomed  to  associate  with  the  modern  revival  camp. 
It  is  true  that  the  strain  was  great,  salvation  being  the  absorb- 
ing topic  of  the  community,  and  the  terror  of  sin  delaying 
this  salvation  ever  present.  No  opportunity  was  allowed  to  pass 
for  reminding  men  that  Zion  was  still  in  ruins,  and  that  man 
is  a sinful  creature  and  in  need  of  grace,  hence  the  injunction 
to  confess  sins  before  meals  and  before  retiring  to  sleep, 
whilst  the  137th  Psalm,  “By  the  rivers  of  Babylon  we  sat, 
etc.,”  was  added  to  the  Grace  after  meals. 

That  this  strain  should  produce  certain  psychological  phe- 
nomena more  interesting  to  the  pathologist  than  to  the  the- 
ologian, is  hardly  necessary  to  state.  The  literature  of  the 
time,  abounding  in  stories  of  all  sorts  of  demoniacs,  bears 
ample  evidence  to  this  fact.103  We  also  have  stories  of  men 
who  through  their  importunate  storming  of  Heaven  for  Salva- 
tion were,  for  some  relapse  from  grace,  suddenly  hurled  down 
to  the  very  depths  of  hell,  and  doomed  to  perdition.  The  most 
tragic  among  these  is  the  story  of  Joseph  de  la  Reina,  who 
flourished  in  Safed  in  the  early  decades  of  the  sixteenth 
century.  De  la  Reina  is  a sort  of  Jewish  Faust,  who,  in  his 
passion  for  salvation,  did  not  hesitate  to  employ  certain 
exorcisms  and  conjurations  of  a very  daring  nature.  He  suc- 
ceeded in  bringing  the  Evil  One  into  his  power,  whose 
destruction  is  a preliminary  condition  to  the  advent  of  the 
Messiah.  But  in  an  unfortunate  moment  he  was  persuaded  to 
show  compassion  to  this  fallen  angel,  allowing  him  to  smell  of 
the  frankincense.  The  fiend  then  regained  his  former  strength, 
and  achieved  full  mastery  over  his  captor,  who,  after  realising 
his  fall,  abandoned  himself  to  the  most  revolting  immoralities, 
and  ended  his  life  by  suicide.104 

In  spite  of  this  strain,  however,  with  all  its  hysteria  and 
its  dire  results  in  some  cases,  it  must  not  be  thought  that  the 
Safed  community  was  constantly  on  the  mourning-bench  and 
spent  all  its  vitality  in  groaning  and  lamentations.  Cordovero 
laid  down  the  rule  not  to  indulge  in  pretentious  meals  except 
on  religious  occasions,  but  these  religious  occasions  were 
happily  not  infrequent,  and  the  people  were  apparently  not 
slow  to  avail  themselves  of  the  opportunities  given  to  them. 
The  Sabbath  was  such  an  opportunity,  being  held  as  a day  of 
joy  and  recreation  in  every  respect,  physically  and  spiritually. 
Fasting  was  not  only  strictly  prohibited  on  the  Sabbath,  but 
it  was  considered  a religious  work  to  partake  of  three  meals, 
which,  Caro’s  Mentor-Angel  to  the  contrary  notwithstanding, 
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had  to  be  distinguished  by  certain  delicacies.  Wine  also  was 
served  at  these  meals,  which  even  the  Penitents  would  drink. 
The  meals  were  further  distinguished  by  a special  set  of  hymns 
sung  or  chanted  during  the  intervals  between  the  various 
courses.  The  prescribed  ritual,  again,  in  the  synagogue  was 
all  joy  and  promise,  containing  no  confession  or  the  slightest 
reference  to  anything  of  a despondent  nature.  Indeed,  the 
Sabbath  should  give  man  a foretaste  of  the  blissful  Messianic 
times  when  sin  and  sorrow  shall  have  disappeared  from  the 
world.105  Reluctant  to  part  with  these  hours  of  serene  peace 
and  unalloyed  joy,  and  anxious  to  prolong  them  as  much  as 
possible,  the  Sabbath  received  an  extension  both  at  the  be- 
ginning and  at  the  end.  Thus  they  would,  early  Friday  after- 
noon, dress  in  their  best  clothes  and  set  out  in  groups  to 
receive  Queen  Sabbath,  with  song  and  praise,  reciting  certain 
Psalms  and  singing  certain  hymns  composed  for  the  occasion. 
In  like  manner,  they  would  refrain  from  work  for  several 
hours  after  the  Sabbath  sun  had  set,  and  spend  them  in 
chanting  hymns  and  in  feasting.  They  had  even  a special 
society  whose  members  would  meet  to  spend  the  end  of  the 
Sabbath,  reaching  way  into  the  night,  with  song  and  dance. 
The  New  Moon  was  also  observed  as  a partial  holiday,  afford- 
ing an  opportunity  for  relaxation  and  enjoyment,  not  to  speak 
of  festivals  prescribed  in  the  Bible,  such  as  the  Passover,  the 
Pentecost,  and  the  Feast  of  Tabernacles. 

All  these  things  must  have  contributed  more  or  less  toward 
mitigating  the  evil  effects  of  an  exaggerated  asceticism.  Nor 
must  it  be  forgotten  that  joy  forms  a prominent  feature  in  the 
programme  of  the  mystic.  His  maxim  was:  the  Divine  light 
reaching  man  through  the  fulfilment  of  the  commandment 
is  only  in  proportion  to  the  joy  expressed  by  him  when 
performing  a religious  action.106 

Moreover,  it  must  be  borne  in  mind  that  Safed  was  just  as 
famous  for  its  scholarship  as  for  its  piety.  Most  of  the  leaders 
of  the  ascetic  and  mystical  movements  were  at  the  same  time 
distinguished  scholars.  Ranting  in  such  intellectual  society  was 
just  as  much  out  of  place  as  idle  brooding  and  unprofitable 
gloom.  The  study  of  the  Torah,  to  which  they  were  so  much 
devoted,  was  always  considered  a joy,  and  the  Safed  of  the 
sixteenth  century  must  have  been  a veritable  Paradise  on 
earth  to  any  man  with  a tendency  toward  intellectual  pursuits. 
If  his  interests  lay  in  the  regions  of  the  visible,  he  would 
attend  the  lectures  of  Caro,  Trani,  or  Sagis,  and  various  other 
Rabbis  at  the  head  of  the  great  Yeshiboth  of  the  place.  If  he 
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were  mystically  inclined,  he  would  attach  himself  to  Alkabez 
or  Cordovero;  if  he  had  a taste  for  homiletics,  he  would 
go  to  listen  to  the  Biblical  expositions  of  Alsheich,  whilst  he 
might  also  spare  an  hour  for  the  lectures  of  R.  Samuel  de 
Useda  on  the  Chapters  of  the  Fathers  ( Pirke  A both),  whose 
work  on  this  ethical  tractate  is  still  considered  a standard 
commentary.  He  might  besides  this  pay  a visit  with  profit 
to  the  ancient  R.  David  ben  Zimra,  who,  though  at  the  period 
of  his  second  settlement  in  Safed,  he  must  already  have 
reached  the  age  of  ninety,  was  still  a member  of  the  General 
Board  mentioned  above,  and  interested  in  public  affairs.  An 
occasional  walk  with  Vital  might  also  have  possessed  its  own 
attractions,  for,  besides  being  an  adept  in  the  Cabbala,  he 
was,  like  so  many  devotees  of  nature-mysticism,  likewise  in- 
terested in  alchemy,  astronomy,  astrology,  magic,  and  all  kinds 
of  occult  sciences.  In  the  way  of  recreation  one  might  attend 
recitals  of  the  mystical  bard,  R.  Israel  Nagara,  the  author  of 
the  hymn  book  Zemiroth  Israel,  who,  though  somewhat 
“vividly  erotic”  in  his  metaphors,  counted  angels  among  his 
auditors,  and  probably  came  often  to  Safed  on  visits  to  his 
father,  R.  Joseph  Nagara,  a famous  scribe  of  that  city.107 

Safed  reached  the  zenith  of  its  fame  with  the  advent  of 
Loria.108  R.  Isaac  Loria  was  born  in  Jerusalem  in  the  year 
1534.  He  was  a descendant  of  the  famous  German  family 
Loria,  on  account  of  which  fact  he  was  also  called  Isaac 
Ashkenazi.  It  is  not  impossible  that  his  ancestors  came  from 
the  Rhine  Provinces,  from  which  most  of  the  earlier  scions  of 
the  Loria  family  hailed.  Elijah  Loanz  (flourished  about  the 
end  of  the  sixteenth  century),  who  claimed  some  relationship 
with  our  Loria,  was  a native  of  Frankfort.  One  branch  of 
this  family  settled  in  Poland,  whilst  the  other  seems  to  have 
emigrated  to  Palestine.  The  emigration  of  German  Jews  to 
Mohammedan  countries  was  by  no  means  confined  to  this 
case.  The  impulse  to  this  expatriation  from  a land  in  which 
they  had  lived  for  many  centuries  and  in  which  they  had 
almost  the  claim  of  original  settlers,  came  from  the  Epistle 
of  a certain  Joseph  Zarphathi,  whom  fate  drove  from  Germany 
to  Turkey  in  his  early  youth.  In  this  Epistle  he  described  “the 
happy  lot  of  the  Jews  under  the  Crescent  as  compared  with 
their  hard  fate  under  the  shadow  of  the  Cross,”  and  called 
upon  them  to  escape  from  the  German  house  of  bondage  and 
emigrate  to  Turkey.  If  the  German  Jews,  he  said,  could 
realise  but  a tenth  part  of  the  prosperity  awaiting  them  in 
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Turkey,  they  would  brave  rain  and  snow,  and  would  rest 
neither  by  day  nor  by  night  before  reaching  there.  Another 
inducement  that  he  offered  them  was  that  there  is  a route  to 
the  Holy  Land  lying  open  to  them  through  Turkey.  Though 
distance  forbade  emigration  en  masse  from  Germany,  there 
can  be  no  doubt  that  Zarphathi’s  Epistle  was  not  quite  without 
effect,  for  we  soon  find  small  congregations,  both  in  Turkey 
and  in  Palestine,  composed  of  Jewish  emigrants  from  Ger- 
many. The  Karaite  Elijah  Bashiatsi,  of  Adrianople,  even  com- 
plained of  the  bad  influence  of  these  newly  arrived  Rabbinical 
students  from  Germany,  alarming  the  community  with  their 
fringes  and  phylacteries,  and  their  long  gowns  and  their  hoods, 
making  themselves  conspicuous  and  overawing  the  crowds.109 

The  birth  of  Loria  was,  as  in  the  case  of  so  many  wonder- 
men,  heralded  to  his  father  by  the  prophet  Elijah,  who  said 
unto  him:  . . Be  it  known  unto  thee  that  the  Holy  One, 

blessed  be  he,  sent  me  to  bring  thee  the  good  message  that  thy 
wife  will  bear  thee  a son.  Thou  shalt  name  him  Isaac;  he  will 
deliver  Israel  from  the  power  of  the  Husks  (that  is,  the 
powers  of  evil  and  contamination  which  are  at  war  with  the 
powers  of  the  good  and  the  holy,  and  obscure  them) ; and  he 
will  redeem  many  souls  that  are  undergoing  the  agony  of 
transmigration,  and  through  him  shall  be  revealed  the  teaching 
of  the  Cabbala  to  the  world.”  He  was  further  bidden  not  to 
begin  the  initiation  of  his  son  into  the  covenant  of  Abraham 
until  aware  of  the  prophet’s  presence  in  the  synagogue.  The 
father  did  as  he  was  bidden,  and  the  boy  proved  indeed  a 
wonder-child.  At  the  tender  age  of  eight  he  was  considered  to 
be  a marvel  of  Rabbinical  learning,  so  that  none  of  the 
Jerusalem  scholars  could  compete  with  him  in  a Talmudic 
discussion.  Unfortunately,  the  father,  Solomon,  died  about 
this  time,  and  left  his  widow  in  such  needy  circumstances  that 
she  was  not  able  even  to  procure  the  necessary  books  which 
her  son  required  for  his  studies.  There  was  nothing  left  for 
them  to  do  but  emigrate  to  Cairo,  where  her  brother,  the 
wealthy  tax-farmer  Mordecai  Francis,  resided.  Mordecai  re- 
ceived them  kindly,  and  made  generous  provision  for  his 
sister  and  those  dependent  upon  her.  Her  son  Loria  he 
adopted  as  his  own,  and  placed  him  under  the  care  of  R. 
Bezaleel  Ashkenazi,  the  famous  author  of  the  Shittah  Mekube- 
zeth,  under  whose  guidance  he  continued  his  Rabbinical 
studies  until  he  reached  the  age  of  fifteen,  when  he  married 
the  daughter  of  his  benefactor.110  His  introduction  to  the 
teaching  of  the  Cabbala  followed  some  two  years  later.  Ac- 
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cording  to  legend,  it  took  place  in  the  following  way:  A 
stranger,  whose  business  transactions  led  him  to  Cairo,  came 
one  day  to  perform  his  devotions  at  the  synagogue  in  which 
Loria  was  in  the  habit  of  worshipping.  It  so  happened  that 
he  took  his  seat  opposite  Loria  and  ostensibly  began  to  read 
his  prayers  from  a written  book  ^vhich  he  held  in  his  hands. 
Loria,  whose  curiosity  was  evidently  aroused  by  the  sight  of 
the  manuscript,  managed  to  take  a glance  at  the  volume,  and 
was  surprised  to  see  that  its  contents  embodied  the  great 
mysteries  of  the  faith.  Whereupon  he  approached  the  owner 
of  the  book  and  questioned  him  as  to  his  person  and  his 
profession,  and  also  demanded  from  him  some  information 
as  to  the  contents  of  the  manuscript.  The  owner,  who  felt 
embarrassed  by  Loria’s  importunate  questioning,  stated  finally 
that  he  was  a mere  Marrano,  and  even  ignorant  of  the  Hebrew 
letters  of  the  Torah,  and  confessed  that  he  was  only  simulating 
the  reading  of  the  volume  in  his  hands  out  of  sheer  shame 
before  the  other  worshippers,  who  were  all  reading  their 
prayers  from  the  prayer-books  open  before  them.  Loria  then 
began  to  urge  him  to  sell  him  the  manuscript,  since  it  was  of 
no  real  value  to  its  owner.  This  request  was  at  first  refused, 
but  afterwards  our  Marrano  agreed  to  part  with  his  treasure 
on  condition  that  Loria  would  employ  his  good  offices  with 
his  father-in-law,  the  tax-farmer,  to  have  the  duties  upon  the 
wares  he  was  about  to  import  to  Egypt  remitted  for  him. 

The  book,  as  it  seems,  proved  to  be  the  Book  of  Splendour, 
or  Sepher  ha-Zohar,  ascribed  to  R.  Simon  ben  Yochai,  of  the 
second  century,  and  being,  as  is  well  known,  the  main  classic 
of  the  Cabbalists.  Loria  then,  for  eight  years,  abandoned 
himself  to  the  study  of  the  Cabbala  with  all  the  energy  and 
“fanatical  enthusiasm”  of  which  he  was  capable.  The  principal 
subject  of  his  devotion  was  the  Zohar,  but  it  would  seem  that 
during  the  first  six  years  of  his  study  he  did  not  always 
succeed  in  divining  the  real  meaning  of  its  supposed  author, 
Simon  ben  Yochai.  However,  he  received  indications  from 
“heaven”  that  to  reach  the  desired  end  it  would  be  necessary 
for  him  to  submit  to  a more  austere  mode  of  living  than  had 
been  his  habit  until  then.  He  thereupon  retired  to  a certain 
village,  in  the  neighbourhood  of  Cairo,  which  belonged  to 
his  father-in-law,  where  he  built  for  himself  a cottage  on  the 
banks  of  the  Nile.  Here  he  lived  during  the  whole  week, 
returning  to  his  family  in  the  city  only  for  the  Sabbath.  The 
other  six  days  were  spent  in  strict  solitude,  and  in  fasting,  pray- 
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mg,  and  frequent  ablutions,  besides  other  kinds  of  voluntary 
self-chastisement.  This  continued  for  two  years,  when  Loria, 
by  reason  of  his  holy  life  and  complete  absorption  in  medita- 
tion upon  the  holy  mysteries,  reached  the  degree  of  being 
worthy  of  the  gift  of  the  Holy  Spirit,  as  well  as  of  having  com- 
munion with  the  prophet  Elijah.  Nothing  is  known  of  Loria’s 
occupation  during  the  next  eight  or  ten  years,  preceding  his 
emigration  to  Safed.  We  are  told  that  this  exodus  was  under- 
taken in  obedience  to  a distinct  command  from  Heaven,  which 
announced  to  him  that  his  tenure  of  life  would  be  a short  one, 
and  ordered  him,  among  other  things,  to  leave  the  polluted 
land  (Egypt)  and  go  up  to  Safed  in  Upper  Galilee.111 

It  will  have  been  observed  that  no  mention  has  been  made 
of  Loria’s  master  in  the  department  in  which  he  was  most  to 
excel.  Legend,  which  has  served  us  as  the  source  for  the 
preceding  description,  is  quite  silent  on  this  point.  Nor  was 
there  any  real  need  for  a master  in  human  shape.  For, 
according  to  legend,  it  was  the  prophet  Elijah  himself  who 
performed  the  functions  of  teacher  in  the  case  of  Loria.  It 
is  further  narrated  that  every  night  Loria’s  soul,  released 
from  all  earthly  ties,  would  ascend  to  heaven  in  the  company 
of  the  “ministering  angels,”  who  watched  over  him  until  he 
reached  the  abode  of  the  Celestials.  Upon  his  arrival  there, 
he  would  have  his  choice  of  attending  any  of  the  super- 
mundane academies,  in  which  the  souls  of  departed  saints  and 
great  sages  continue  the  occupations  which  formed  their 
moments  of  bliss  in  the  course  of  their  earthly  careers.  But 
it  may  be  humbly  suggested  also  that  Loria  had,  besides,  a 
very  fair  library,  in  which,  apart  from  the  Zohar,  were  con- 
tained the  works  of  various  mystics  who  had  preceded  him. 
We  know  that  he  occasionally  referred  to  them,  assigning  to 
each  his  proper  place  in  the  chain  of  mystical  tradition.  It  is 
also  possible  that  in  the  beginning  he  may  have  received 
some  aid  from  R.  David  ben  Zimra,  at  that  time  the  Chief 
Rabbi  of  Cairo,  who  was  also  a great  Cabbalist;  as  well  as 
from  his  master,  Bezaleel,  who  is  recorded  as  having  been 
learned  in  the  mysteries  of  the  Torah.112 

More  important  is  the  indebtedness  of  Loria  to  Cordovero. 
This  indebtedness  is  suggested  by  a passage  in  the  “Writings” 
of  Loria,  in  which  Cordovero  is  cited  as  “our  master  and 
teacher.”  113  The  vagueness  of  the  plural,  however,  as  well 
as  the  uncertainty  as  to  the  genuineness  of  these  “Writings” 
make  it  rather  hazardous  to  base  an  important  biographical 
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fact  upon  them.  But  we  are  fully  justified  in  doing  so  after 
the  evidence  of  Sambari,  who  reports  that  “Cordovero  was 
the  master  of  Loria  for  a short  time,”  whilst  Conforte  describes 
him  as  a disciple-colleague  of  Cordovero.114  This  evidence 
gathers  strength  from  certain  occasional  remarks  in  a version 
of  the  life  of  Loria,  in  which  the  personal  relations  between  the 
two  masters  are  not  entirely  obliterated.  Thus  we  learn  that 
among  the  “men  of  wisdom  and  understanding  whom  Loria 
found  in  Safed  upon  his  arrival  there,  were  Caro,  Cordovero, 
and  R.  Joseph  Ashkenazi.”  The  fact  that  these  three  sages 
were  singled  out  by  name,  would  suggest  that  Loria  came  into 
close  relationship  with  them.  From  another  place  it  is  clear  that 
it  was  practically  Cordovero  himself  who  designated  Loria  as 
his  successor.  Naturally,  legend  accounts  for  it  by  a miracle. 
Indeed,  we  are  told  that  it  was  only  to  spare  Cordovero’s 
sensitiveness  that  Loria  hesitated  so  long  before  revealing  his 
greatness  to  the  world.115  But  we  may  conclude  that  while 
Cordovero  lived,  Loria  occupied  the  inferior  position — that 
is,  that  of  a disciple  in  the  presence  of  his  master. 

I lay  no  claim  to  be  initiated  in  the  science  of  the  invisible, 
and  am  thus  unable  to  determine  with  any  exactness  how  far 
this  indebtedness  of  Loria  to  Cordovero  extended.  To  cite  a 
Biblical  expression  frequently  used  in  such  connexion,  I am 
merely  “looking  through  the  lattice.”  And  what  one  can  per- 
ceive by  means  of  such  dim  vision  is  that  all  the  Cabbalists 
laboured  under  an  awful  alternative — the  dread  of  confusing 
the  creature  with  his  Creator,  and  the  dread  not  less  keenly 
felt  of  the  horror  vacui,  or  a God-less  world,  in  addition  to  the 
well-known  metaphysical,  or  rather  physical,  difficulty  of  the 
possibility  of  evolving  a finite  world  from  the  Infinite.  This 
dread  called  into  being  a whole  system  of  emanations  and  im- 
manations,  of  straight  rays  and  reflected  lights,  of  radiations 
and  beams,  crossing  each  other  and  commingling,  and  forming 
endless  combinations,  creating  universes.  But  these  universes 
are,  on  the  other  hand,  affected  by  a whole  series  of  checks 
and  balances,  or  defects  and  faults,  disabling  them  from 
becoming  identical  with  the  life  permeating  them,  but  (just 
because  of  these  defects)  giving  them  tangible  substance,  by 
which  process  alone  the  creation  of  the  world,  as  we  see  it, 
becomes  possible.  Still,  this  world,  notwithstanding  the  endless 
gradations  and  disguises  and  husks,  is  not  only  reached  by  a 
Divine  Essence,  which  created  it,  but  is  pervaded  by  it  and 
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is  full  of  it.  Cordovero’s  expression  with  regard  to  the  first 
immanations,  that  they  are  identical  and  not  identical,  may 
be  applied  also  to  all  other  developments  in  the  scale  of  the 
universes.116  They  are  just  effect  enough  not  to  be  entirely 
confused  with  their  cause,  but  in  such  close  proximity  or 
contiguity  to  the  cause  that  they  cannot  be  thought  separated 
from  the  cause.  Some  mystics  were  bold  enough  to  declare 
the  world  not  only  united  with  God,  but  one  with  God.  Even 
the  lowest  worm  in  this  scale  becomes  to  a certain  extent 
identical  with  all  the  causes  of  worlds  or  emanations  preceding 
it.  There  is,  accordingly,  a constant  blending  of  the  temporal 
and  the  eternal.  Indeed,  the  action  of  the  first  emanation, 
which  assumes  some  room  for  immanation,  became  possible 
only  by  the  process  of  the  Divine  Essence  concentrating  itself 
into  itself,  and  thus  making  a place  for  a world  or  the  possi- 
bility of  emanations.  This  self-concentration  of  the  Divine, 
creating  space  for  the  universes,  or  for  ideas  or  attributes  from 
which  a universe  might  evolve,  is  counteracted  by  a process  of 
expansion,  or  an  outflow  of  the  Divine  Essence,  thus  making 
Creation  God-full.  The  impossibility,  however,  on  the  part  of 
the  universes,  or  the  “vessels,”  to  become  a real  receptacle  for 
the  light  emitted  from  Divine  Grace,  inasmuch  as  the  receptacle 
cannot  be  identical  with  the  thing  received,  caused  a deteriora- 
tion in  the  descending  scala  of  universes  or  worlds,  which 
brought  about  the  condition  of  chaos,  in  which  the  origin  of 
evil  is  to  be  sought.  The  chaos  is  so  thorough  and  so  com- 
plete that  evil  cannot  be  entirely  without  good,  indeed,  it 
would  have  no  existence;  whilst  the  good,  in  the  lower  worlds 
at  least,  is  not  entirely  free  from  evil.  This  is  especially  the 
case  with  this  world  of  ours,  the  most  substantialised.  It  is 
the  world  of  the  Husks,  of  mere  appearances  or  disguises, 
obscuring  the  real  realities,  and  but  for  the  “sparks,”  or 
beams,  of  the  holy  and  pure  scattered  in  it,  it  would  dis- 
appear into  nothingness,  and  be  swallowed  up  by  its  own 
unredeemable  darkness.  The  elimination  of  evil,  and  the 
restoration  of  the  world  to  Divine  goodness,  is  the  great  prob- 
lem under  which  creation  is  labouring. 

Loria  is  usually  described  as  the  author  of  this  system  of 
Concentration,  called  in  Hebrew  Zimzum.  Now,  it  is  true 
that  Cordovero,  as  far  as  I could  see,  only  once  uses  this  term 
in  his  Pardes ,117  But  it  should  be  remarked  that  R.  Sabbatai 
Horwitz,  the  author  of  the  Shepha  Tal  (Abundance  of  Dew), 
an  avowed  disciple  of  Cordovero,  and  considered  the  best 
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expounder  of  his  system,  is  constantly  operating  with  Zimzum, 
at  the  same  time  giving  the  most  lucid  expositions  of  the 
Concentration  theory  to  be  found  in  any  Cabbalistic  book; 
but  he  never  so  much  as  mentions  Loria.  However,  I am 
prepared  to  accept  in  good  faith  the  testimony  of  R.  Menahem 
Azariah  of  Fano,  mentioned  above,  who  spent  a large  fortune 
in  procuring  the  writings  of  Cordovero  and  in  giving  them 
wide  circulation,  but  who  subsequently  declared  that  the 
system  of  Loria  bears  the  same  relation  to  that  of  Cordovero  as 
the  latter  sustains  to  the  Biblical  commentaries  of  Kimchi, 
which  give  only  the  simple  meaning  of  the  Scriptures  and 
never  touch  on  the  mysteries  of  the  Torah.118 

Some  light  perhaps  may  be  thrown  on  this  point  by  a 
remark  ascribed  by  legend  to  Cordovero  himself,  to  the  effect 
that  Cordovero  on  a certain  occasion  expressed  his  opinion 
that  there  was  no  real  disagreement  between  his  system  and 
that  of  his  successor  (Loria);  only  whilst  he  himself  dwelt 
more  on  the  aspect  of  the  Sephiroth  (Emanations),  his  succes- 
sor enlarged  more  on  the  Parzuphim,  as  they  are  to  be  found 
in  the  ldras  of  the  Zohar.119  Parzuphim,  a Greek  term,  signifies, 
when  occurring  in  the  regular  Rabbinical  literature,  faces,  vis- 
ages, forehead,  and  features.  The  mystic  seemed  to  use  the  term 
in  the  wider  sense  of  the  “full  stature,”  comprising  all  parts 
of  the  human  body,  allegorised,  sublimised,  to  represent  at- 
tributes and  ideas.  Starting  from  the  favoured  notion  of  the 
mystics,  conceiving  man  as  a microcosm  (or  the  world  in 
miniature),  virtually  connected  with  and  focussing  all  the 
different  orders  of  creation,  and  pressing  (rather  unduly) 
the  logical  consequence  involved  in  the  Scriptural  statement, 
“So  God  created  man  in  his  own  image”  and  similar  verses, 
the  mystic  reverses  the  process,  and  if  he  does  not  exactly 
create  God  in  the  image  of  man,  he  conceives  even  in  the 
ideal  universe  “man  in  enlargement,”  and  looks  to  his  image 
for  the  illustration  of  all  Existence  and  Generation.  His  lan- 
guage then  becomes  less  abstract  and  his  metaphors  much 
bolder.  He  imposes  on  himself,  it  is  true,  absolute  silence 
with  regard  to  the  Infinite,  or  the  Unknowable,  or  the  Super- 
Essential,  who  is  transcendentalised  beyond  language  and 
beyond  thought.  But  more  intrepid  grows  his  phraseology 
when  he  reaches  the  first  manifestation  of  the  Most  Hidden 
of  all  Hidden,  which  he  terms  the  Original  Man,  or  the  Ideal 
Man  ( Adam  Kadmon),  the  archetype  of  creation,  endowed 
with  certain  qualities  making  it  possible  to  establish  likeness 
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“between  the  image  and  him  who  fashioned  it.”  The  danger 
of  this  system,  with  its  bold  negations  on  the  one  hand,  and 
its  hazardous  “anthropology”  on  the  other,  is  evident  enough 
and  needs  no  further  explanation.  It  should,  however,  be 
remarked  that  no  one  felt  this  danger  more  deeply  and  warned 
against  it  more  emphatically  than  the  Cabbalists  themselves. 
It  is  sufficient  here  to  refer  to  the  compiler  of  the  Idras,  which, 
as  just  indicated,  were  the  main  source  of  Loria’s  inspiration. 
The  Idras  may,  perhaps,  be  characterised  as  the  mystical 
anatomy  of  the  “Original  Man.”  They  dilate,  naturally,  upon 
the  corporeal  expressions  of  the  Bible  in  connexion  with  the 
Deity,  but  add  to  them  also  limbs  and  organs  of  the  human 
body  not  occurring  in  the  Scriptures,  describing  them  minutely 
and  explaining  them  in  a theosophic  and  mystical  manner. 
But  this  lengthy  discourse  (especially  the  so-called  Great  Idra, 
claiming  to  have  been  promulgated  in  the  circle  of  the  ancient 
Rabbis)  is  prefaced  by  a solemn  warning  by  R.  Simon  ben 
Yochai,  the  alleged  hero  of  this  gathering,  not  to  take  these 
metaphors  and  terms  literally.  He  enjoins  them  to  rise  and  lift 
their  hands  when  he  pronounces  the  anathema  over  those 
not  heeding  his  warning,  with  the  Scriptural  words,  “Cursed 
be  the  man  that  maketh  any  graven  or  molten  image  an 
abomination  unto  the  Lord,  the  work  of  the  hands  of  the 
craftsman,  and  putteth  it  in  a secret  place.  And  all  the  people 
shall  answer,  and  say  Amen  (Deuteronomy  27:15). 

Loria  was  apparently  more  given  to  this  branch  of  the 
Cabbala  than  to  any  other.  This  is,  at  least,  the  impression  one 
receives  on  examining  the  works  or  the  hymns  attributed  to 
him.  There  the  anthropomorphistic  element  is  more  con- 
spicuous, and  the  terminology  more  concrete  than  in  the 
works  of  his  predecessors,  and  it  is  not  impossible  that  it  was 
just  this  novel  feature  in  his  teaching  which  proved  attractive 
to  the  more  daring  spirits.  But  there  must  have  been,  besides, 
something  great  and  attractive  about  Loria’s  personality  that 
gave  him  this  overwhelming  influence  in  a city  so  abounding 
in  great  scholars  and  great  mystics  as  was  Safed.  This  will  be 
more  clearly  seen  if  we  follow  his  career  in  his  new  home. 

The  whole  ministry  of  Loria  in  Safed  lasted  at  the  utmost 
six  years.120  With  the  exception  of  R.  David  ben  Zimra, 
whom  he  had  known  in  Cairo,  there  is  nothing  on  record 
to  show  that  he  had  any  connexion  with  the  leading  spirits  of 
Safed  before  his  settling  in  this  city.  But  we  find  him  soon, 
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as  shown  before,  in  the  society  of  Caro  and  Cordovero,  the 
recognised  heads  of  the  Talmudic  and  mystical  schools  re- 
spectively. His  relation  to  Cordovero  was  that,  as  we  have  al- 
ready pointed  out,  of  a disciple  or  disciple-colleague  to  his 
master.  As  to  Caro,  we  are  in  possession  of  a Responsum 
showing  that  Loria  solicited  his  advice  in  the  decision  of  a 
civil  case,  which  suggests  a certain  subordination  on  the 
part  of  Loria  in  purely  Rabbinic  matters.  But  this  did  not 
prevent  Caro  from  being  counted,  according  to  legend,  among 
the  greatest  admirers  of  Loria.  Their  relations  must  have 
grown  more  intimate  when  Loria’s  son  became  engaged  to  a 
daughter  of  Caro.  Shlomel,  to  whom  we  owe  the  knowledge  of 
this  fact,  reports  in  this  connexion,  in  the  name  of  Caro’s 
widow,  that  when  her  husband  came  home  from  the  banquet 
given  in  honour  of  this  betrothal,  he  said  to  her,  “My  wife, 
I can  hardly  describe  to  you  how  much  I profited  in  my 
knowledge  of  the  secrets  of  the  Torah  coming  from  the 
mouth  of  Loria  at  this  banquet.  Not  even  an  angel  is  in  pos- 
session of  such  heavenly  lore  as  he  displayed  this  night,  his 
soul  being  that  of  an  ancient  prophet.”  It  should,  however, 
be  noted  that  Shlomel  naively  proceeds  to  say  that  Loria 
rather  discouraged  Caro  in  his  efforts  to  become  his  disciple 
in  the  Cabbala,  maintaining  that  Caro’s  soul  was  only  fit  to 
receive  wisdom  on  the  plane  of  Cordovero.  As  a proof  of  this, 
Loria  is  supposed  to  have  given  the  fact,  that  as  often  as  he 
began  to  reveal  some  great  mystery  to  Caro,  the  latter  would 
fall  asleep,  so  that  Caro  himself  became  convinced  that  he 
was  not  sufficiently  prepared  for  the  revelations  of  Loria.121 

The  ascendency  of  Loria  probably  dated  from  the  year  1570, 
when  he  succeeded  Cordovero  as  the  head  of  the  mystical 
school.  But  whilst  Cordovero  was  admired  and  revered  as  a 
saint  and  a scholar,  Loria  was  looked  upon  as  one  of  those 
superhuman  beings  who,  by  a special  act  of  Providence,  are 
permitted  to  visit  us  mortals  for  the  especial  purpose  of  our 
salvation.  Their  real  home  is  heaven,  and  they  come  to  us 
only  on  leave  of  absence.  According  to  his  biographers,  his 
face  was  shining  like  the  sun,  and  his  thoughts  were  chaste 
and  holy.  In  his  knowledge  of  the  Divine  there  was  none  like 
him  since  the  glorious  days  of  R.  Simon  ben  Yochai.  He 
was,  moreover,  master  of  all  the  sciences.  He  knew  phys- 
iognomy and  chiromancy,  and  understood  the  conversation 
of  the  trees,  and  the  language  of  the  birds,  and  the  speech 
of  the  angels.  Looking  at  the  forehead  of  a man  he  could 
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tell  at  a glance  from  what  particular  source  his  soul  was 
derived,  and  the  processes  of  transmigration  through  which 
it  had  passed,  and  what  its  present  mission  was  on  earth. 
He  also  could  discern  the  souls  of  the  wicked  which  (as  a 
punishment)  had  taken  up  their  abode  in  woods  and  in  stone 
quarries,  in  the  beasts  of  the  field,  in  insects  and  unclean  birds. 
He  was  able  to  tell  men  their  past  as  well  as  predict  their 
future,  and  to  prescribe  for  them  the  rules  of  conduct  calcu- 
lated to  make  amends  for  their  shortcomings  in  a previous 
existence.122 

The  name  under  which  Loria  usually  appears  in  this  new 
hagiology  is  ARI  (Lion),  forming  the  anagram  of  the  Hebrew 
words  signifying  “the  Divine  Rabbi  Isaac,”  whilst  his  disciples 
and  other  enthusiastic  followers  are  termed  “the  Lion-Whelps.” 
Probably  they  included  among  their  number  several  of  the 
old  Associates  of  Cordovero  who,  indeed,  under  the  leader- 
ship of  Loria  seem  to  have  become  more  consolidated  and 
to  have  figured  more  prominently  as  a compact  body  than  in 
former  days.  It  is  true  that  we  have  indications  that  some  of 
the  disciples  of  Cordovero  hesitated  for  some  time  in  their 
recognition  of  the  new  master,  putting  him  to  the  test  in 
various  ways.  But  all  opposition  seems  soon  to  have  ceased, 
so  that  Loria  maintained  the  field.123 

The  most  important  acquisition  to  the  Lion-Whelps  was 
R.  Chayim  Vital  who,  it  seems,  had  until  then  pursued  his 
mystical  studies  entirely  independent  of  the  Cabbalists  of 
Safed.  At  the  time  of  Loria’s  appearance  on  the  stage,  Vital 
was  living  in  Damascus,  occupied  in  writing  a commentary 
on  the  Zohar.  He  paid  little  attention  to  the  rumours  reaching 
him  from  Safed,  that  a great  new  master  had  arisen  in  Israel. 
These  rumours,  however,  were  strengthened  by  visions  in 
dreams  of  the  night,  which,  according  to  legend,  Vital  could 
no  longer  disregard,  so  that  he  determined  to  go  to  Safed  and 
meet  Loria.  They  had  hardly  met  before  Vital  had  occasion 
to  learn  that  at  last  he  had  found  a master.  He  soon  became 
the  most  devoted  member  of  Loria’s  school  and  the  most 
active  in  the  propagation  of  his  teaching.124 

The  text-book  of  the  school  was  the  Zohar,  which  Loria 
would  expound  to  his  disciples  after  due  preparation  for  it  on 
their  part.  The  Idra,  referred  to  above,  seems  to  have  been 
the  object  of  their  particular  inquiry  and  curiosity.  But  it  must 
be  remarked  that  even  in  the  narrow  circle  of  his  trusted 
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pupils,  Loria  was  not  very  communicative  in  the  revelation 
of  what  he  considered  to  be  the  “mystery  of  mysteries.”  The 
few  revelations  he  did  make  were  made,  according  to  the 
testimony  of  his  disciples,  only  under  protest,  at  their  urgent 
solicitation  and  at  the  very  risk  of  the  life  of  the  master,  he 
having  been  apparently  unwilling  to  reveal  such  great  secrets 
to  insignificant  mortals.  But  even  his  disciples  could  not  pre- 
vail upon  him  to  give  a presentation  of  his  system  in  a book 
for  the  benefit  of  posterity.  Nay,  even  the  permission  to  take 
down  notes  of  his  lectures  was  given  only  grudgingly  and, 
as  it  seems,  was  withdrawn  subsequently.125 

Next  to  the  mysteries  of  the  Torah,  it  was  apparently  the 
personality  of  Loria  himself  which  exercised  their  minds. 
Loria,  it  is  true,  was  vaguely  known  to  the  general  population 
of  Safed  as  “the  Holy  Man”  and  “the  Divine  Cabbalist.” 
Occasionally  he  gave  an  edifying  lecture  in  some  synagogue. 
There  is  also  a tradition  that  he  was  a member  of  the  Board 
of  Censors  in  Safed,  composed  of  various  Rabbis  who  were 
responsible  for  the  morals  of  the  city,  and  that  he  distinguished 
himself  there  by  defending  the  honour  of  a woman  who 
lay  under  grave  suspicion.126  According  to  another  account, 
he  came  also  in  contact  with  the  world  through  his  business 
relations,  to  which  he  gave  up  three  days  of  the  week.127  I 
do  not  think  that  this  report  is  correct.  It  is  more  probable 
that  he  had  some  competency  granted  to  him  by  his  rich 
uncle  and  father-in-law.  Be  this  as  it  may,  there  is  no  doubt 
that  he  was  best  known  to  the  Associates,  numbering  ten  or 
twelve,  who  constituted  the  inner  circle  of  Loria’s  acquaint- 
ance and  converted  themselves  into  as  many  Boswells.  None 
of  his  movements  escaped  them.  They  watched  to  see  how 
he  rose  from  his  bed  and  when;  how  he  washed  his  hands, 
how  he  cut  his  nails,  how  he  read  his  prayers,  how  he  ate  his 
meals,  and  more  often,  how  he  fasted  and  when;  how  he  said 
Grace  after  meals,  how  he  addressed  himself  to  his  fellow-men, 
and  what  his  relations  to  them  were;  how  he  prepared  him- 
self for  the  Sabbath,  and  how  many  garments  he  wore  on 
that  day;  what  songs  he  intoned  during  the  meal,  and  how  he 
cut  the  bread,  and  what  shape  the  table  had  at  which  these 
meals  were  served.  This  fitted  in  well  with  their  system,  in 
which  man,  as  already  hinted,  plays  the  important  part,  es- 
pecially the  “superman,”  surrounded  by  that  Divine  halo 
which  makes  him,  to  use  a Talmudical  expression,  a partner 
of  the  Holy  One,  blessed  be  he,  in  the  creation  of  the  world.128 
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In  the  Talmud,  this  distinction  of  creating  worlds  is  bestowed 
on  the  man  who  administers  justice.128  In  the  Cabbala,  this 
function  of  creating  worlds,  and  not  less  of  destroying  worlds 
(in  the  case  of  evil-doers),  is  extended  to  all  the  actions  of 
man  by  reason  of  his  soul  being  the  plexus  of  the  whole  scale 
of  worlds.  This  makes  a whole  universe  sensitive  to  all  his 
motions.  In  the  case  of  Loria  arose  a whole  literature,  dealing 
with  what  is  called  Attentions,  or  Devotions,  including  the 
rules  of  conduct  observed  by  Loria.  The  Attentions  are  for 
the  most  part  of  a mystical  nature,  bearing  upon  Loria’s  in- 
terpretation of  the  contents  of  the  ritual  and  the  mystical 
meaning  which  he  divined  in  the  performance  of  every  com- 
mandment; but  there  are  also  Attentions  of  more  general 
interest.130 

Loria’s  first  care  was  naturally  for  the  young  “Lions,”  or 
the  Associates,  who  were  apparently  in  need  of  a little  taming 
and  discipline,  to  effect  which  he  erected  for  them  an  “en- 
closure,” or  rather,  square,  a block  of  buildings,  providing 
chambers  also  for  their  wives  and  children.  Isolation  from 
the  world,  though  living  in  the  world,  forms  a part  of  the 
programme  of  every  mystic.  But  the  experiment  was  not 
successful.  After  a few  months  had  passed,  the  women  began 
to  quarrel,  and  imparted  their  grievances  to  their  husbands, 
leading  to  unpleasantness  among  the  Associates.  This  mortified 
Loria  very  deeply.131 

The  Associates  were  divided  into  two  classes,  probably  in 
accordance  with  their  knowledge  of  mystical  lore,  but  this 
did  not  prevent  Loria  from  considering  them  as  one  body  in 
the  fullest  sense  of  the  word,  each  of  the  Associates  being 
held  only  as  a member  or  a joint  of  the  body,  so  that  in  loving 
himself  he  loved  the  whole  organism.  Loria  further  bade  them 
to  pray  constantly  one  for  the  other,  and  especially  to  feel 
the  distress  of  each  other  in  the  case  of  sickness  and  misfor- 
tune. The  love  of  the  organism,  however,  extended  to  the 
whole  of  Israel,  and  Loria  prescribed,  that  before  beginning 
prayers  man  should  receive  upon  himself  the  affirmative 
commandment,  “And  thou  shalt  love  thy  neighbour  as  thyself” 
(Leviticus  19: 17),  so  that  he  may  pray  for  Israel,  in  Israel,  and 
with  Israel.  And  it  was  this  overwhelming  sense  of  his  solidar- 
ity with  Israel  which  urged  him  to  read  the  Confession  pre- 
scribed for  Yom  Kippur  (Day  of  Atonement)  in  all  its  fullest 
details,  explaining  that  though  there  may  be  sins  which  he 
himself  had  not  committed,  he  felt  himself  to  be  a member  of 
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the  great  body  of  Israel  whose  individual  members  form  only 
one  great  unit  of  souls.132  Vital,  the  favourite  pupil  of  Loria, 
prescribes  as  one  of  the  conditions  for  the  acquiring  of  the 
gift  of  the  Holy  Spirit,  “Love  all  creatures,  including  non- 
Jews.”  Loria  himself  was  careful  not  to  kill  any  living  creature, 
be  it  even  an  insect  or  a worm.  This  was  probably  a result  of 
his  belief  in  the  teaching  of  Metempsychosis,  so  prominent 
in  Loria’s  system,  which  peopled  for  him  the  animate  world 
with  the  souls  of  a fallen  humanity,  now  appearing  in  the 
shapes  of  lower  creation.133 

Prayer,  as  may  be  expected,  was  to  Loria  one  of  the  main 
functions  of  life,  there  being,  according  to  him,  no  prayer 
in  which  man,  by  reason  of  his  close  communion  with  God, 
does  not  become  the  receptacle  of  new  Divine  light  and  a 
new  outflow  of  Divine  mercy.  Every  word  of  the  ritual,  every 
letter  in  it,  had,  besides  its  literal  meaning,  also  its  awful 
mysteries,  occupying  a most  prominent  place  in  the  writings 
attributed  to  him  or  to  his  disciples.  He  saw  in  the  lack  of 
proper  devotion  during  prayer  the  great  obstacle  in  the  way 
of  the  redemption  of  Israel.134  It  is  hardly  to  be  wondered 
at  that  such  sublime  prayer,  accompanied  by  all  the  “Atten- 
tions” as  Loria  prescribed  them,  should  be  preceded  by  a 
series  of  ablutions,  forming  a part  of  the  mystical  programme 
at  all  times.  It  is  reported  that  Loria  said  that  physical  purity, 
obtained  by  such  ablutions,  is  greatly  helpful  to  man,  and  he 
would  perform  them  in  the  severest  cold.  On  the  other  hand, 
it  is  recorded  that  when  his  mother  objected  to  them  on 
account  of  his  delicate  health,  he  would  defer  to  her  wishes 
cheerfully.135 

This  trait  of  considerateness  was  an  essential  feature  of  his 
character.  He  led,  as  we  can  imagine,  a very  simple  life, 
dressing  very  plainly  and  spending  little  on  himself,  but  he 
would  accept  the  budget  of  his  wife  without  a protest,  and 
grant  all  the  expense  she  considered  fit.136  It  was  also  his 
custom  to  pay  for  any  object  required  for  religious  purposes 
the  amount  asked,  whatever  it  might  be.  Anger  he  declared 
to  be  the  source  of  all  evil,  considering  it  as  a sort  of  spiritual 
suicide,  and  though  he  was  very  tender  in  the  treatment  of 
his  disciples,  he  once  rebuked  one  of  the  Associates  who 
showed  too  much  resentment  against  his  brother  for  not  being 
sufficiently  attentive  to  his  studies.137  The  man  who  is  betrayed 
into  anger  puts  up  a strange  god  in  his  heart,  which  is  a sanc- 
tuary, and  where  the  Divine  Presence  should  dwell.  Hence, 
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let  no  man  be  betrayed  into  anger,  either  against  a Gentile 
or  a Jew,  not  even  in  the  case  when  he  has  been  robbed  or 
insulted,  but  let  always  his  mind  remain  calm.  “The  Lord, 
his  God,  is  with  him,  and  the  shout  of  the  King  is  in  him.” 
It  is  reported  that  the  Loria  Associates  made  it  a rule  not  to 
initiate  anyone  into  the  mysteries  of  the  Cabbala  who  was  by 
temperament  inclined  to  anger.138  There  is  also  a story  about 
Loria  that  he  would,  on  his  walks,  usually  place  himself 
behind  a certain  student  of  Safed.  It  seems  that  his  disciples 
rather  resented  this  humility  of  their  master,  and  expostulated 
with  him.  His  answer  was  to  the  effect  that  he  could  see  that 
the  student  felt  especially  honoured  by  walking  before  him; 
since  this  was  his  desire,  Loria  thought  it  his  duty  to  satisfy 
it;  just  as  we,  according  to  the  Rabbinic  law,  are  bound  to 
provide  a proper  escort  for  the  poor  of  noble  descent,  if  they 
have  been  accustomed  to  it  all  their  lives.139 

It  is  hardly  necessary  to  say  that  Loria  was  charitable;  he 
had  appointed  times  every  day  when  he  gave  a certain  amount 
of  alms  to  the  treasurer  of  his  synagogue,  but  he  further  con- 
sidered it  as  a solemn  act,  and  would,  as  in  the  most  important 
prayers,  stand  on  his  feet  when  he  gave  his  Perutah.  Often  he 
would  give  all  the  money  in  his  possession,  not  looking  to 
see  whether  anything  remained  in  his  pocket.140  This  is  cer- 
tainly against  all  the  rules  of  scientific  charity.  I hope  that  we 
shall  overlook  this  defect  in  his  character  when  we  remember 
the  remark  of  a French  philosopher  of  the  eighteenth  century, 
who  said  that  “magnanimity  owes  no  account  of  its  motives  to 
prudence.” 

He  was  especially  strict  in  the  fulfilment  of  the  command 
bidding  us  to  pay  the  workman  his  wages  on  the  very  day 
on  which  he  has  performed  his  labour  (Deuteronomy  24: 15), 
and  it  went  so  far  with  him  that  he  would  not  allow  himself  to 
read  the  afternoon  prayer  before  getting  the  necessary  money 
to  pay  off  debts  of  this  kind,  saying,  “How  dare  I approach 
my  Maker  when  such  a commandment  came  within  my  reach 
and  I did  not  accomplish  it?”  141 

In  this  connexion,  the  following  story  may  be  reproduced: 
As  we  have  seen,  many  Jews  in  Safed  were  engaged  in  the 
clothing  trade.  Among  these  was  R.  Abraham  Galanti,  re- 
ferred to  above.  One  day  Galanti  came  to  Loria  asking  him, 
as  the  phrase  was,  to  “give  an  improvement  to  his  soul,” — 
that  is,  to  tell  him  whether  Loria  had  not  detected  that  he 
was  backward  in  the  fulfilment  of  one  of  the  commandments. 


302  THE  JEWISH  EXPRESSION 

Loria  at  first  declined  to  comply  with  his  wish,  as  Galanti 
was  one  of  the  scholars  and  saints  of  Safed;  but  after  much 
urging,  he  fixed  his  eyes  on  Galanti’s  forehead  and  said  to 
him,  “that  he  was  defective  in  the  commandment  ‘Thou  shalt 
not  defraud  thy  neighbour,  neither  rob  him’  ” (Leviticus  19:13). 
The  mystical  notion  is  that  sin  and  passion  leave  their  im- 
pression on  the  face  of  man,  and  disfigure  the  image  of  God. 
Galanti  went  home  trembling  in  every  limb,  and  deeply 
mortified  that  he  should  have  disgraced  himself  so  far  as  to 
be  involved  in  the  sin  of  dishonesty.  He  put  on  sackcloth 
and  spread  ashes  on  his  head  in  accordance  with  the  usage 
of  penitents,  and  called  a meeting  of  all  the  hands  engaged 
in  his  factory.  When  they  arrived,  he  said  to  them:  “Know 
ye  not  that  I am  only  flesh  and  blood,  and  therefore  subject 
to  error?  Accordingly,  I must  ask  that  you  should  examine 
most  carefully  your  accounts  with  me,  to  see  that  I do  you 
no  wrong.”  Their  answer  was:  “We  have  no  account  against 
you.  Since  we  have  been  in  the  master’s  employ  we  are 
wanting  in  nothing,  and  the  Lord  has  sent  us  his  blessing. 
There  is  none  among  us  who  would  think  of  making  a bill 
of  his  demands.”  Thereupon  the  Rabbi  said:  “It  is  through 
your  negligence  in  this  respect  that  I have  become  the  victim 
of  sin.  I will,  therefore,  put  money  before  you;  take  what 
you  desire,  and  forgive  any  claims  you  may  have  against 
me.”  But  they  would  not  touch  the  money,  except  one  woman, 
who  stretched  out  her  hands  and  took  two  Perutoth.  Galanti 
then  went  to  Loria,  who  said,  as  he  came  out  to  meet  him, 
“Why  did  you  feel  so  mortified?”  Galanti  answered,  “Is  it  a 
small  matter  that  I should  feel  that  I may  possibly  have 
robbed  somebody?  Now,  if  I have  found  grace  in  your  eyes, 
tell  me  if  the  mark  of  this  sin  is  still  upon  my  forehead?” 
Loria  answered,  “No  sign  of  sin  is  visible  any  longer,”  and 
revealed  to  him  that  the  mistake  consisted  in  the  fact  that 
this  woman  who  had  taken  two  Perutoth  was  one  of  the  best 
weavers  in  his  factory,  and  should  have  been  better  paid  than 
the  other  employees.  “But  they  are  very  particular  in  heaven 
about  such  things,”  said  Loria,  “hence  the  ugly  mark  which 
I perceived  on  you.”  142 

Sabbath  was  the  day  of  days  with  Loria  and  the  Associates, 
new  heavenly  light  reaching  our  sublunar  regions  on  that 
day.  The  preparation  for  the  Sabbath  began  Friday  morning, 
when  Loria  would  read  the  portion  of  the  week  from  a scroll 
of  the  Pentateuch.  Then  would  come  dressing  the  hair,  ab- 
lutions, and  arraying  himself  in  white  garments  in  honour 


THE  JEWISH  EXPRESSION 


303 


of  the  Sabbath.  Early  in  the  afternoon,  Loria  would  form  a 
procession,  together  with  the  Associates,  to  the  fields  to  re- 
ceive there  Queen  Sabbath  with  the  song,  “Come,  my 
Beloved.”  143  It  was  on  such  occasions  that  Loria,  who  was 
otherwise,  as  we  have  seen,  rather  reserved  in  revealing  the 
mysteries  of  the  Torah,  would  become  communicative  and 
uncover  Divine  secrets  which  no  ear  had  been  worthy  enough 
to  listen  to  before.  And  not  only  would  the  living  profit  by 
this  hour  of  grace,  but  also  the  souls  of  the  departed  would 
benefit,  wandering  about  for  eternities,  and  taking  up  their 
abodes  in  the  different  kingdoms,  the  mineral,  the  vegetable, 
and  the  animal.  These  would  on  such  occasions  come  to  Loria, 
asking  for  his  prayers  to  lift  them  up  into  the  higher  regions. 
“He  saw  spirits  everywhere,  and  heard  their  whispers  in  the 
rushing  of  the  water,  in  the  movements  of  the  trees  and 
grass,  in  the  song  or  twittering  of  the  birds,  even  in  the 
flickering  of  flames.” 144  The  neighbourhood  of  Safed,  to 
which  legend,  long  before  this  period,  had  transferred  from 
Judaea  the  earthly  remains  of  prophets  and  ancient  sages, 
became  to  Loria,  who  saw  their  souls  hovering  on  the  graves, 
a veritable  Valley  of  Jehoshaphat  in  the  hour  of  resurrection. 
He  held  intercourse  with  them,  and  united,  in  “concentrated 
prayer,”  his  soul  with  theirs.145  But,  above  all,  it  was  con- 
temporary humanity  which  harboured  these  souls,  if  such  an 
expression  be  permissible  with  Loria.  Indeed,  recognising  as 
Loria  did,  by  the  process  of  metempsychosis,  in  every  person 
he  met  old  acquaintances  from  history,  with  whom  he  had 
associated  in  a former  existence,  and  believing  further,  as  he 
did,  that  it  was  only  with  the  advent  of  the  Messiah  that  this 
transmigration  of  souls  would  cease,  all  limits  of  space  and 
time  practically  disappeared  for  him.  To  him  the  “generations 
past  and  the  generations  to  come  formed  with  those  who  are 
alive  one  single  whole.”  All  souls  were  evolved  from  the 
“original  soul”  of  Adam,  derived  from  the  different  parts  of 
his  body,  and  they  suffered  by  his  Fall.  All  live  eternally, 
and  are  swayed  by  almost  the  same  passions  and  by  the  same 
ideals  as  they  were  before.  A certain  neighbour  of  Loria, 
of  a quarrelsome  disposition,  was  none  else  to  him  than  Korah 
of  old,  whilst  Loria  himself  was  a spark  of  the  soul  of 
Moses.146  R.  Abraham  Halevi  referred  to  above,  was  reported 
by  legend  to  have  perceived  the  Divine  Glory  during  his 
prayers  at  the  Holy  Wall  in  Jerusalem.  Loria  thereupon  dis- 
covered in  him  a spark  of  the  soul  of  the  prophet  Jeremiah, 
who,  according  to  a Rabbinical  legend,  had  a similar  vision 
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on  the  same  consecrated  spot.147  R.  Moses  Alsheich,  again, 
famous,  as  noted  above,  for  his  homiletical  works,  was  preg- 
nant with  the  soul  of  R.  Samuel  ben  Nachmani,  the  famous 
Agadist  of  the  fourth  century.148  Loria  himself  and  the 
Associates,  in  their  present  capacity  as  mystics,  represented 
the  reincarnation  of  the  supposed  heroes  of  the  Zohar,  headed 
by  R.  Simon  ben  Yochai  and  his  son  R.  Eleazan149  Men 
were  not  to  him  what  they  were,  but  what  they  had  been  once, 
and  it  was  their  former  existence  which  determined  his  re- 
lations to  them.  Thus  it  is  reported  that  one  morning  his 
disciple  R.  Samuel  de  Useda  entered  the  house  of  Loria,  who 
was  lecturing  to  the  Associates.  Loria,  upon  perceiving  him, 
at  once  arose  before  him  and  greeted  him  with  the  words, 
“Blessed  be  he  that  cometh,”  took  him  by  the  hand,  placed 
him  at  his  right  side,  and  had  a long  conversation  with  him. 
Vital,  who  was  present,  was  curious  to  know  why  his  master 
showed  this  young  man  so  much  honour,  and  asked  him  the 
reason.  He  said:  It  was  not  before  him  that  I arose,  but  before 
the  soul  of  R.  Phinehas  ben  Jair,  who  lived  some  eight  hundred 
years  ago,  and  was  especially  distinguished  by  his  acts  of 
charity  and  lovingkindness.  Of  this  soul  the  young  man 
became  possessed  to-day.  Upon  inquiry,  Useda  confessed  that 
that  morning,  on  his  way  to  the  synagogue,  he  had  passed  by 
a house  from  which  the  voice  of  lamentation  and  crying 
reached  his  ears.  When  he  went  in,  he  found  the  tenants  all 
naked,  robbers  having  taken  away  their  clothes.  He  at  once 
gave  them  all  the  raiment  he  had  on,  and  returned  home, 
where  he  clad  himself  in  his  Sabbath  garments.150 

Such  things  Loria  saw  best  on  the  eve  of  the  Sabbath  by 
the  aid  of  the  Divine  light  radiating  from  the  holiness  of 
the  day  to  come.  When  the  prayers  and  the  songs  in  the  fields 
were  over,  Loria  would  return  home,  where  he  would  be 
met  by  his  mother,  whom  he  kissed  on  entering  the  house. 
As  it  would  seem,  he  was  accompanied  by  Vital,  who  used 
to  spend  the  Sabbath  with  him.  Then  would  begin,  as  we 
can  imagine,  the  Kiddush  (Sanctification  of  the  day  over 
the  cup  of  wine),  and  the  meal,  at  which  any  number  of 
concentrated  “Attentions”  were  observed.  We  are  also  in 
possession  of  three  mystical  songs  composed  by  Loria  himself, 
sung  at  the  three  meals  by  which  the  Sabbath  day  was 
distinguished.151 

The  Sabbath  emitted  its  rays,  lighting  up  the  whole  week, 
sanctifying  even  such  moments  of  human  life  as  those  in 
which  material  needs  and  common  passions  are  very  little 
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favourable  to  spirituality.  Loria,  in  common  with  other 
mystics,  succeeded  in  spiritualising  the  whole  life  of  man, 
just  as  the  legalist  finds  nothing  in  human  affairs  which  is 
either  above  or  below  the  Torah.  De  Vidas,  referred  to  before, 
the  favourite  pupil  of  Cordovero,  wrote  a book,  Reshith 
Chochmah,  dealing  with  such  topics  as  the  fear  of  God,  the 
love  of  God,  holiness,  humility,  sin,  reward  and  punishment, 
and  repentance,  but  he  did  not  disdain  to  devote  whole  pages 
to  such  subjects  as  the  intimate  relations  or  intercourse 
between  the  sexes,  commerce  and  trade,  good  manners  and 
social  etiquette,  all  of  which  form  a part  of  the  sacred  life. 
The  same  thing  may  be  observed  of  the  pupils  of  Loria.  The 
book,  Ez  ha-Chayim  (The  Tree  of  Life),  ascribed  to  Vital 
and  supposed  to  represent  a compilation  of  the  most  im- 
portant of  Loria’s  teachings,  is  prefaced  among  others  by  this 
motto,  “Depart  from  evil  and  do  good”  (Psalms  34:14). 
It  is  followed  by  a number  of  rules,  some  of  which  we  have 
already  met  with  in  the  preceding  remarks.  The  first  of  them 
impresses  upon  the  mystic  the  necessity  of  the  strict  fulfilment 
of  the  Law  in  all  its  minutiae,  whether  Scriptural  or  tradi- 
tional.152 “The  Gates  of  Holiness,”  by  Vital,  gives  a set  of 
rules  for  those  who  are  in  search  of  eternal  perfection,  the 
absorption  in  the  Divine,  and  is  pervaded  by  the  same  spirit 
of  loyalty  to  the  Law,  both  in  its  ceremonial  and  moral  parts. 

Thus  the  Safed  of  the  sixteenth  century,  at  least,  is  free 
from  all  antinominian  tendencies,  which  are  the  supposed 
inevitable  consequences  of  mysticism.  The  Safed  Jew  of  that 
period  saw  no  antagonism  of  principle  between  Caro  and 
Loria.  Caro  was  for  him  the  authority,  Loria  the  model.  But 
just  as  Loria  was  amenable  to  the  discipline  of  the  Law,  so 
was  Caro  not  unresponsive  to  the  finer  impulses  of  love  and 
admiration. 

Loria  died  in  the  year  1572  (according  to  some,  in  1574) 
after  a short  illness  of  three  days.153  Vital  took  over  the 
leadership,  and  it  was  under  his  direction  that  various  writings 
and  works  were  soon  compiled  and  put  into  circulation,  claim- 
ing the  authority  of  Loria.  How  far  Loria  would  have  felt 
himself  responsible  for  all  that  was  then  written  and  said  in 
his  name,  is  a question  not  to  be  easily  decided.  Probably  he 
would  have  disowned  a great  deal  of  what  was  afterwards 
known  as  the  writings  of  Loria.  I have  already  referred  to  his 
hesitation  in  giving  publicity  to  what  he  considered  to  be  the 
secrets  of  the  Torah,  but  he  must  also  have  felt  that  his 
highly  coloured  metaphors  and  rich  imagery  might  become 
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a stumbling-block  to  those  who  had  not  passed  through  all 
the  grades  of  holiness,  and  were  not  satisfied  with  being 
brought  near  God  on  the  “religious-fatigue”  system,  but  pre- 
ferred to  have  God  brought  down  to  them.  We  have  it  also 
on  good  authority  that  before  his  death  he  said  to  his  disciples, 
“Know  for  a truth  that  you  have  not  a single  Proposition 
(of  the  mystical  lore  expounded  by  Loria)  that  can  be  con- 
sidered complete.”  When  they  said  to  him,  “Not  even  R. 
Chayim  Vital?”  he  answered:  Perhaps  he  knows  a little  more 
than  you,  but  not  much.154 

The  Propositions,  however,  concerned  only  a few  exalted 
personages  among  the  mystics,  who  made  them  the  special 
subject  of  their  studies  and  further  development.  What  filtered 
through  these  Propositions  and  reached  those  who  laid  no 
claim  to  this  title,  “was  not  metaphysic  but  moral,  not  im- 
manence but  sin,”  or  rather  the  fear  of  sin.  The  Propositions 
placed  man,  as  already  hinted  at,  upon  a pedestal,  the  emi- 
nence of  which  caused  giddiness  to  many  an  exalted  personage, 
who,  deeming  himself  a god  or  a demi-god,  lost  his  balance 
and  fell  beyond  hope  of  redemption.  The  great  majority  of 
Israel  remained  mindful  of  the  old  warning,  “Be  not  rash 
with  thy  mouth,  and  let  not  thine  heart  be  hasty  to  utter 
anything  before  God:  for  God  is  in  heaven,  and  thou  upon 
earth:  therefore  let  thy  words  be  few”  (Ecclesiastes  5:2).  Haste 
and  rashness  became  especially  discredited  after  the  bursting 
of  that  theological  bubble  known  in  history  as  the  Pseudo- 
Messianic  claims  of  Sabbatai  Zebi.  The  Propositions,  with 
the  over-emphasis  of  the  God-likeness  of  man,  were  only 
allowed  to  stand  so  far  as  God-likeness  demanded  superior 
holiness  on  the  part  of  man.  With  a proper  instinct  the 
people  at  large  left  the  Ez  ha-Chayim  by  Vital,  with  its 
Propositions,  to  the  few,  and  it  lasted  nearly  two  centuries 
till  it  first  appeared  in  print;  but  his  book  “The  Gates  of 
Holiness,”  with  its  deeply  ethical  contents,  became  at  once  a 
popular  tract,  and  passed  through  many  editions.  Likewise, 
the  Jewish  public  took  but  little  notice  of  R.  Moses  Chayim 
Luzzatto’s  “One  Hundred  and  Thirty-Eight  Doors  of  Wis- 
dom,” but  it  did  appreciate  at  once  his  noble  “Path  of  the 
Upright,”  preaching  morality  and  holiness.  The  book  is  con- 
stantly going  through  new  editions,  and  in  certain  parts  of 
the  East  there  are  special  “Path  of  the  Upright  Societies” 
devoted  to  the  study  of  this  book.  The  Safed  influence  is 
especially  marked  on  the  devotional  works  of  R.  Isaiah  Hor- 
witz,  R.  Aaron  Kaydanower,  and  R.  Elijah  Cohen,  which 
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works  became  the  common  spiritual  good  of  the  people. 
Their  morality  is  austere,  their  tone  sombre,  and  their  demands 
on  man’s  religious  capabilities  exacting.  All  this  is  traceable 
enough  in  the  work  of  the  Safed  penitents.  They  certainly 
have  not  erred  on  the  line  of  self-complacency  and  self- 
righteousness.  They  warn  man  not  to  behave  “as  so  many 
fools  do,”  who  are  so  over-confident  of  their  salvation  because 
they  are  engaged  in  their  trade  the  whole  day,  recite  punctually 
the  three  prescribed  prayers  for  the  day,  and  neither  steal  nor 
rob  nor  commit  any  other  acts  of  gross  immorality,  and  harm 
nobody.  These  are  cheap  virtues,  according  to  our  moralists, 
of  which  even  the  Gentiles  are  not  devoid,  and  which  one’s 
neighbours  from  motives  of  self-preservation  would  compel 
one  to  observe.  What  justifies  man  to  entertain  exalted  hopes 
of  the  “world  to  come”  is,  according  to  the  stern  moralists, 
the  minute  observance  of  the  Law  in  all  its  details  “in  great 
love,”  the  constant  increasing  in  the  quality  of  saintliness; 
the  possession  of  the  quality  to  please  God  and  man, 
and  the  readiness  to  give  up  his  life  in  perfect  joy  for 
the  sake  of  the  love  of  God.  On  the  other  hand,  they  have, 
as  indicated  above,  retained  enough  of  the  Safed  emphasis 
of  the  God-likeness  of  man  to  disregard  in  the  end  the 
dualism  of  flesh  and  spirit,  a conception  un-Jewish  in  its 
origin,  and  now  revived  only  under  a mistaken  notion  of 
“spirituality.”  In  spite  of  the  ascetic  teachings,  with  their 
depreciation  of  the  “turbid  body,”  to  be  threatened  by  the 
terrors  of  hell  and  cajoled  by  the  joys  of  paradise,  they  were 
thus  able  to  insist  upon  the  holiness  of  the  flesh  ( Kedushath 
ha-Guph)  and  upon  its  purity  as  much  as  upon  that  of  the 
soul,  as  well  as  to  accord  to  the  flesh  a share  in  the  bliss  to 
come,  held  out  to  man  as  a consequence  of  a holy  and  re- 
ligious life,  which  a supercilious  philosophy  entirely  denied.155 

Caro  passed  away  in  1575,  Trani  five  years  later  (1580). 
The  decline  of  Safed  soon  set  in.  Samson  Bak,  who  travelled 
in  Palestine  in  1588,  was  compelled  to  leave  Safed  for  Jeru- 
salem on  account  of  the  distress  which  had  overtaken  the 
former  city  at  that  period.  R.  Isaiah  Horwitz,  who  settled  in 
Palestine  soon  after  the  beginning  of  the  seventeenth  century, 
describes  the  Jerusalem  population  as  richer  in  numbers  than 
that  of  Safed.166 

The  men  who  succeeded  Caro  and  Loria  were,  for  the  most 
part,  their  disciples.  R.  Moses  Galanti,  an  ordained  disciple  of 
Caro  and  an  adherent  of  Loria,  R.  Yomtob  Zahalon,  described 
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as  the  head  of  the  city  of  Safed  and  of  the  Yeshibah,  and  R. 
Joseph  Trani,  the  son  of  R.  Moses  Trani,  who  obtained  in 
later  life  even  more  distinction  than  his  famous  father,  seem 
to  be  the  most  prominent  names  of  this  period.  At  least  this 
is  the  impression  we  receive  from  their  Responsa  collections, 
in  which  they  figure  as  men  of  weight  and  authority.  They 
still  meet  in  the  general  board;  and  in  a document  giving  the 
minutes  of  such  a meeting  dating  from  the  first  decade  of  the 
seventeenth  century,  we  have  the  signatures  of  not  less  than 
twenty  Rabbis,  with  some  of  whom  we  made  acquaintance 
in  the  former  pages.  Mention  is  also  made  of  a rabbi  Joshua 
ben  Nun,  who  is  described  as  the  Chief  Rabbi  and  the  head 
of  all  the  heads  of  the  colleges,  and  who  was,  besides,  the 
administrator  of  all  the  charities  of  the  city.  The  old  devotion 
to  the  study  of  the  Torah  and  the  occupation  with  mystical 
literature  are  still  continued.  After  they  finished  their  prayers, 
the  whole  congregation  formed  themselves  into  groups,  listen- 
ing to  lectures  on  such  subjects  as  Bible,  Halachah,  Hagadah, 
or  the  Zohar,  so  that  none  left  the  Synagogue  to  go  to  business 
before  he  gave  some  time  to  study.  The  fifth  day  in  the  week 
(Thursday)  seems  to  have  been  a special  day  of  devotion, 
when  they  would  all  gather  in  one  big  synagogue  to  pray  for 
Israel  and  to  bless  those  who  sent  support  for  the  poor  of 
the  Holy  Land.  The  service  would  conclude  with  a sermon 
by  Galanti  and  other  men  distinguished  for  their  humility  and 
saintliness.  It  is  not  impossible  that  this  synagogue  was  the 
one  built  by  a wealthy  man  in  Constantinople  in  memory  of 
Loria,  and  richly  endowed  by  him.157  None,  however,  was 
sufficiently  great  to  make  his  authority  felt  in  such  a way 
as  to  give  him  any  real  prominence  over  his  contemporaries. 
Even  Vital’s  authority  does  not  seem  to  have  been  quite  un- 
disputed. He  afterwards  left  Safed  and  died  in  Damascus  in 
1620,  and  the  sons  of  Caro  and  Trani  emigrated  to  Turkey. 
The  Chmielnicki  persecutions  of  the  middle  of  the  seventeenth 
century,  which  must  have  taxed  the  resources  of  Jewry  to  its 
utmost,  probably  withdrew  a good  deal  of  the  support  which 
Safed  had  received  till  then  for  its  Talmudical  Colleges;  whilst 
the  excesses  of  certain  Cabbalists  about  the  same  period,  who 
joined  pseudo-Messiah  movements,  must  have  put  a damper 
upon  the  zeal  of  the  mystics  and  the  study  of  mysticism  which 
was  the  special  glory  of  Safed. 

Safed  thus  ceases  to  be  a centre  of  attraction.  It  decays 
slowly,  and  Jerusalem  comes  to  its  rights.  It  lives  on  the  past, 
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profiting  by  the  glory  of  Caro,  Tranj,  Loria,  and  Cordovero. 
Even  to-day  the  Synagogue  of  Caro  and  the  Synagogue  of 
Loria  form  the  main  sights  in  Safed.  But  it  is  not  any  longer 
the  Safed  of  the  sixteenth  century. 


Abbreviations  Occurring  in  Appendix  and  Notes 


An.  Jb.  Letter  by  an  anonymous  traveller,  published  in  the 
Jahrbuch  fur  die  Gesch.  des  Juden.,  vol.  3.  Leipzig,  1863. 
Az.  or  Azulai.  Chayim  Joseph  David  Azulai. — DPVDn  Dt5\ 
Azkari.  Eliezer  b.  Moses  Azkari. — CTH!  1QD  (ed.  Warsaw, 
1879). 

Bertinoro.  Letters  of  travel  by  R.  Obadiah,  of  Bertinoro, 
published  in  the  Jahrbuch  fur  die  Gesch.  des  Juden.,  vol. 
3.  Leipzig,  1863. 

Calimani.  R.  Baruch  b.  Simchah  Calimani. — Introduction  to 
the  Commentary  of  R.  Moses  Alsheich  to  the  Pentateuch 
(Venice,  1601). 

Caro  I.  R.  Joseph  Caro — Responsa. — PD  npDX. 

Caro  II.  Responsa  on  CISO  ’’J'H  (ed.  Mantua,  1730). 
Chabib.  R.  Levi  Aben  Chabib. — Responsa  (Venice,  1565). 
Ch.  Y.  CQi  mon,  ascribed  to  Nathan  of  Gaza;  but  see  also 
□DDn  TDD  by  Menahem  Mendel  Heilperin  (ed.  Livorno, 
1762-4). 

Con.  or  Conforte.  David  Conforte. — nvvnn  XDp  (ed. 
Cassel). 

Frumkin.  Arye  Low  Frumkin. — ‘i’XDty  pX. 

Ghirondi.  Samuel  Mordecai  Ghirondi,  partial  author  of 

pvt:  nvPin. 

t?"l.  DPUPn  nSD  (Przemysl,  1875). 

Kahana.  David  Kahana. — Cp:  pX. 

Kaydanower.  R.  Zebi  b.  Aaron  Samuel  Kaydanower. — 

■wn  Dp. 

Mi.  Heimann  Joseph  Michael. — E^nn  TlX  (Frankfurt, 
1891). 

MM.  Epms  IPO,  by  Caro  (ed.  Wilna,  1879). 

MN.  EDM  m:DH  DSD  (Constantinople,  1720). 

Pardes.  Moses  b.  Jacob  Cordovero. — DPIET  DT1S. 
Rabinowitz.  Saul  Pinchas  Rabinowitz. — iPi:  ’'XXID  (War- 
saw, 1894). 
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Radbaz  (usually  abbreviated  T'H'1'1).  David  b.  Solomon 
Abi  Zimra. — Responsa. 

Samb.  or  Sambari.  “Mediaeval  Jewish  Chronicles”  (ed.  Neu- 
bauer,  Oxford,  1887). — Containing  also  extracts  of  the 
Chronicles  of  Joseph  b.  Isaac  Sambari,  pp.  115-162. 

Schwarz.  Hisnn,  by  Joseph  Schwarz  (ed.  A.  M. 

Luncz,  Jerusalem,  1900). 

SG.  Moses  ben  Jacob  Cordovero.  “1QD,  Venice, 1600. 

Sh.  J.  Baruch  (Jacob  b.  Moses  Chayim). — 

(containing  also  a traveller’s  account  of  Palestine,  in  1522, 
by  an  anonymous  author.  Livorno,  1785). 

Shlomel.  R.  Solomon  b.  Chayim  Meinsterl,  better  known 
as  Shlomel. — ’’“iNil  VDt8\  together  with  the  U‘"&  l't21pl7  (Li- 
vorno, 1790). 

Trani.  R.  Moses  b.  Joseph  of  Trani. 

Vital.  R.  Chayim  b.  Joseph  Vital. — CT!  '“I  “’rDt? 
(Ostrog,  1826). 


Appendix 


Aaron  b.  Eleazar  (the  Blind).  Mi.,  p.  147. 

Abraham  l>tDDl“IK  OE'WlX).  See  Manasseh  b.  Israel’s  Nish- 
math  Chayim,  III:  10;  Caro  I,  124. 

Abraham  de  Boton.  Con.  48a. 

Abraham  Gabriel.  Con.;  Mi.;  Vl,  88b. 

Abraham  Galenti.  Con.;  Samb.;  Az. 

Abraham  b.  Gedaliah  b.  Asher.  Con.;  Samb.;  Az.;  Mi. 
Abraham  Halevi  COni.  Con.;  Az.;  Mi.  (p.  61.  See  refer- 
ences, but  confused  there  with  Abraham  Halevi  the  Elder. 
Cf.  Frumkin,  72). 

Abraham  b.  Isaac  Laniado.  Mi.  no.  145. 

Abraham  b.  Isaac  Zahalon.  Mi. 

Abraham  b.  Jacob  Berab.  Con. 

Abraham  Lachmi.  See  Manasseh  b.  Israel’s  Nishmath 
Chayim,  III:  10. 

Abraham  Shalom  (the  Elder).  Con.  (see  especially  33b); 
Samb.;  Mi. 

Abraham  Shalom  (the  Younger).  Con.;  Mi.  (p.  122). 
Abraham  b.  Solomon  See  Preface  to  Zechariah  b. 

Saruk’s  Commentary  on  Esther. 
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Benjamin  Halevi.  Con.  (p.  49b.)  (?);  Samb.;  Mi.  (pp. 
280-281). 

Chayim  b.  Isaac  “linn.  Con.;  Samb.;  Az.;  Mi. 

Chayim  Vital.  See  text. 

Chiya  Rofe  (the  physician).  Con.;  Samb.;  Az.;  Mi. 

David  Amarillo.  See  Solomon  Adeni,  Introduction  to  his 
Commentary 

David  de  ty’HtDtS'Kp.  Con.  48a.  See  Notes. 

David  Cohen.  Vital,  14b. 

David  Habillo.  Con.;  Samb.;  Az.;  Mi. 

David  Navarro.  Con.;  Samb. 

David  b.  Zechariah  pJT|.  See  Mi.,  nos.  718  and  813.  See  also 
Frumkin,  58. 

David  Abi  Zimra.  Con.;  Samb.;  Az.;  Mi. 

Eliezer  Azkari.  Con.;  Samb.;  Az.;  Mi. 

Eliezer  Ginzburg,  son-in-law  of  K"D“|.  See  David  Grunhut, 
“Wl  mt2,  title  page. 

Eleazar  b.  Isaac  «m«.  Con.;  Az.;  Mi. 

Eleazar  b.  Yochai.  Con.;  Samb.;  Az.;  Mi. 

Elijah  Falcon.  Con.;  Samb.;  particularly  p.  152;  Az.,  and 
s.  n.  Moses  Alsheich.  Ni.  See  Manasseh  b.  Israel’s  Nishmath 
Chayim,  111:10. 

Elijah  de  Vidas.  Con.;  Samb.;  Az.;  Mi.  See  also  text. 

Elisha  Gallico.  Con.;  Samb.;  Az.;  Mi.  See  also  Zunz,  Intro- 
duction to  De  Rossi,  Meor  Enayim. 

Gedaliah  Alkabez.  See  Az.  Cf.  Steinschneider,  Catalogue, 
col.  1002. 

Gedaliah  Cordovero.  Con.;  Mi. 

Gedaliah  Halevi.  Con.  48a;  identical  with  Vital’s  brother- 
in-law;  see  Vital,  3 a,  and  y%  87b. 

Isaac  Alfandari.  Con.  46b. 

Isaac  RtYIN.  Con.,  especially  p.  41a. 

Isaac  de  Boton.  Con.  48a. 

Isaac  Cohen.  Vital,  20a,  23b;  cf.  Con.  41a. 

Isaac  Gerson.  Con. 

Isaac  Krispin.  Samb.  152  (?). 

Isaac  Loria.  See  text. 

Isaac  b.  Menahem  1DD1.  See  Neubauer,  Cat.,  no.  411. 

Isaac  Misod.  Con.  36a.  Perhaps  identical  with  Isaac  b. 
David,  called  “Misod,”  mentioned  by  Trani,  I,  32. 

Isaac  jytyD.  See  Az.;  Abraham  b.  Asher  and  references;  Con. 
(?)• 

Ishmael  Halevi  Ashkenazi.  Vital,  14b. 
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Israel  Coriel.  Con.;  Samb.;  Az. 

Israel  Saruk.  Con.  46b.;  Az.,  and  sub  Solomon  Loria. 
Issachar  Sasson.  Con.;  Samb. 

Jacob  Abulafiah.  Samb.;  Az.  MN  7b  and  12a.  See,  how- 
ever, Modena,  Ari  Noham,  19b. 

Jacob  DD  tP»K,  etc.  Samb.  151  (?). 

Jacob  fpCtfK  or  p* or  D“lLtfK.  Vital,  14b;  Samb. 
Jacob  Berab.  See  text. 

Jacob  Berab  (b.  Abraham)  (the  Younger).  Con.;  Samb. 

162. 

Jacob  b.  Chayim.  Pref.  to  JDt?  “IK3. 

Jacob  Falcon.  Con. 

Jacob  Perhaps  a corruption  of  ir'T'13.  See  Samb.; 

Vital,  25a,  151,  and  Azkari,  95. 

Jacob  Sasson.  Con.  48a. 

Jacob  Zemach.  Con.;  Az. 

Jedidiah  Galenti.  Con.;  Mi. 

Jehiel  Ginzburg.  See  aYDWa  nnStPO  niTrlPl,  p.  187. 
Jehudah  b.  Uri  (of  Heidelberg) . See  Cairo  II,  62c. 
Jeremiah  of  Candia.  Con.  48b. 

Jonathan  Galanti.  Con.  48a. 

Jonathan  Sagis.  Con.  48a;  Vital,  23b;  Vl,  88a. 

Joseph  Arzin.  Vital,  23b;  81a.  Cf.  fD  by  R. 

Moses  Almosnino,  18b. 

Joseph  Ashkenazi.  Con.;  Samb.;  Az.  Cf.  Kaufmann,  Mo- 
natsschrift,  vol.  42,  p.  38  seq.,  and  Bloch,  vol.  47,  p.  153. 
Joseph  Barzillai.  Mi. 

Joseph  Con.  48a. 

Joseph  of  nWT^  (Lieria).  Az.;  Samb. 

Joseph  Sagis.  Con.;  Samb.;  Az.  (?). 

Joseph  Sajjah.  Con.;  Az. 

Joseph  Saragossi.  Samb.;  Az. 

Joseph  Skandrani.  Con.;  30b;  Az.;  Mi.,  no.  1042. 

Joseph  b.  Tabul.  Con.  40b  and  48a;  Vital,  23b.  Probably 
identical  with  Joseph  Maarabi. 

Joseph  Tibbon.  Con.  41a. 

Joseph  Vital.  Samb.;  Az. 

Joshua  b.  Nun.  Con.;  Az. 

Judah  Vital,  23b;  Con.  40b;  ^"J,  88a. 

Lapiduth.  Az.  See  Vital,  la. 

Levi  b.  Chabib.  Con.;  Samb.;  Az.;  Mi.  See  also  Frumkin, 
30a. 

Menahem  b.  Abraham  Galanti.  Kaydanower,  ch.  15. 
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Menahem  ha-Babli.  See  Caro  II,  35b  (?). 

Men  ahem  Gallico.  Ghirondi,  252. 

Misod  Azulai.  Con.  Perhaps  identical  with  Misod  Maarabi. 

See  Shlomel,  34b,  and  Con.  40b. 

Mordecai  ha-Cohen  (author  of  a commentary  on  the  Bible). 
Con.;  Az. 

Mordecai  Dato.  Con.  42b;  Landshut,  ilTDJjn  'TlDy,  s.  n. 
Moses  Alkabez.  Con.;  Ghirondi,  242. 

Moses  Alsheich.  See  text. 

Moses  Baruch.  Con.;  Az.  See  also  Caro  II,  17a. 

Moses  Basula.  Con.;  Ghirondi,  250.  Cf.  also  Mortara,  p.  7. 
Moses  Cordovero.  See  text. 

Moses  Galanti.  Con.;  Samb.;  Az. 

Moses  Halevi  Con.;  Samb. 

Moses  b.  Israel  Nagara.  Con.;  Samb.;  Az. 

Moses  Jonah.  Con.  41a;  ^"3,  89a. 

Moses  b.  Joseph  Trani.  See  text. 

Moses  of  rwv,l7  (Lieria).  Boton,  2“l  Dn^,  no.  184. 

Moses  b.  Machir.  Con.;  Az. 

Moses  Mintz.  5>"J,  88b;  Ez  ha-Chayim,  6a.  Cf.  Mi.,  no.  531. 
Moses  Nigrin.  Con.;  Az.;  cf.  also  Ghirondi,  226. 

Moses  Onkeneyra.  Az.  See  Caro  I,  124,  spelled  somewhat 
variously. 

Moses  of  Rome.  See  'Hyt5\ 

Moses  Saadya.  Con.;  Samb.  See  also  Caro  II,  17a.  Cf.  Vital, 
12b,  15b. 

Pharez  Colobi.  See  text. 

Sabbatai  Manasseh.  Samb.;  cf.  Caro  I,  124,  and  ‘?"3,  91a. 
Samuel  Biagi.  See  Manasseh  b.  Israel’s  Nishmath  Chayim. 
Samuel  Gallico.  Con.;  Az. 

Samuel  b.  Shem  Tob  Atiya.  Con.;  Samb.  See  Frumkin,  51. 
Samuel  de  Useda.  Con.;  Samb.;  Az. 

Samuel  Verga.  Con.;  Samb.;  Az. 

Shem  Tob  Atiya.  Con.;  Az. 

Simon  Ashkenazi.  See  Peri  Ez  Chayim. 

Solomon  flODIK.  Con.;  Samb.;  Az.  See  also  Jewish  Quar- 
terly Review,  IX,  p.  269. 

Solomon  Adeni.  See  his  Introduction  to  his  Commentary 
t?'D  to  the  Mishnah  (Wilna,  1887).  For  this  reference  I am 
obliged  to  Dr.  L.  Ginzberg. 

Solomon  Alkabez.  See  text. 

Solomon  Cohen.  Con.  48a. 

Solomon  Sagis.  Con.;  Az. 
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Solomon  l^TD.  Con.;  Samb.;  Az.  Cf.  Frumkin,  44. 
Solomon  b.  Yakar.  Chabib,  Responsa,  322a. 

Sulaiman  b.  WmX.  Con.;  variously  spelled.  See  especially 
p.  42a,  and  Cassel’s  note;  Samb.;  Az.  D 1,  identical  with  the 
writer  of  the  same  name  known  by  his  notes  to  the  Siphre  and 
the  Mechilta.  Cf.  Pardo’s  Preface  to  his  commentary  to  the 
Siphre. 

Tobiah  Halevi.  Con.;  Samb.;  Az.;  Mi. 

Yomtob  Zahalon.  Con.;  Az. 

Zechariah  b.  Solomon  (father-in-law  of  Caro). 

Differently  spelled  by  various  authors.  Samb.;  Az.;  Mi.  (p. 
364).  Cf.  also  Frumkin,  59. 


Notes 


1.  See  Schwarz,  p.  476;  cf.  Baedeker,  Index.  See  also  Rapoport,  In- 
troduction to  nnnn  amp  of  Shalom  Cohen  (Warsaw,  1838). 

2.  See  Caro  I,  1. 

3.  See  Graetz,  Geschichte  d.  Juden,  2d  ed.,  IX:29  seq.;  cf.  also  Eng- 
lish Translation,  IV:400  seq. 

4.  D"nn  11K,  ch.  V;  cf.  Kayserling,  Geschichte  d.  Juden  in  Portugal, 
pp.  42  and  96. 

5.  See  Neubauer’s  “Mediaeval  Jewish  Chronicles,”  1:111.  Similar  senti- 
ments may  also  be  found  in  R.  Isaac  Arama’s  ntfp  mtn. 

6.  Ed.  Pietrkow  (1902),  p.  42. 

7.  See  Responsa  of  R.  Asher  (Rosh),  VIII;  10. 

8.  See  Epstein,  Revue  des  Etudes  Juives,  XLII,  p.  18,  and  Biichler. 
XL IV,  p.  241  seq. 

9.  See  Graetz,  Geschichte,  VII:13;  cf.  Schwarz,  443.  Of  course,  this 
brief  outline  has  to  be  completed  by  the  accounts  of  the  travels  of 
Benjamin  of  Tudela,  and  R.  Pethahiah,  and  similar  works. 

10.  See  Pharchi,  mBl  “11702. 

11.  See  Hebrew  Appendix  Ozar  Tob  to  Magazin,  1:027;  see  also 
Graetz,  Geschichte,  VII:  182;  cf.  Hebrew  periodical  Jerusalem,  edited  by 
Luncz,  II,  p.  7. 

12.  See  Graetz,  Geschichte,  VH:308-9,  and  Jerusalem,  II,  p.  12. 

13.  See  Carmoly,  Itineraires,  261,  from  an  unpublished  MS.  (cod. 
Paris,  1070);  cf.  also  Pharchi,  284. 

14.  See  Jerusalem,  VI,  p.  337. 

15.  See  Graetz,  Geschichte,  IX:28;  cf.  the  Hebrew  translation,  VH:26, 
notes  2 and  4.  The  name  points  to  a Spanish  origin;  cf.  also  Azkari,  24a, 
and  Azulai,  s.  n.  The  date  of  Saragossi’s  settling  in  Safed  cannot  be 
ascertained,  but  it  must  have  been  during  the  first  two  decades  of  the 
sixteenth  century. 

16.  See  Bertinoro,  209  and  222;  cf.  Graetz,  Geschichte,  VIII:278,  and 
IX: 26,  and  Rabinowitz,  213;  but  see  also  Luncz  in  Jerusalem,  I,  p.  58. 
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It  should,  however,  be  remarked  that  the  travellers  are  not  quite  unani- 
mous in  their  evidence  as  to  the  hostility  of  the  Mohammedan  population 
toward  the  Jews.  On  the  other  hand,  it  seems  that  matters  with  regard 
to  taxes  deteriorated  later  in  Safed.  Cf.  Caro  I,  1,  and  Jerusalem,  V, 

p.  161. 

17.  See  Bertinoro,  222. 

18.  See  An.  Jb„  277. 

19.  See  Shlomel,  42d;  see  also  Kaydanower,  ch.  16,  and  flints  tSHI  pH, 
I,  43  a. 

20.  See  Sh.  J.,  16b;  Shlomel,  43a;  see  also  Responsa  of  R.  Solomon 
Cohen,  II,  38;  Responsa  11  Dll'?,  by  R.  Abraham  Boton,  148;  fll  fDKO 
by  R.  Moses  Almosnino,  16a. 

21.  See  in  general  about  Caro,  Graetz,  Geschichte,  IX,  Index;  Rabino- 
witz, Index;  Cassel,  Joseph  Karo  und  das  Maggid  Mescharim  (Berlin, 
1888),  and  the  authorities  mentioned  in  Dr.  Louis  Ginzberg’s  article 
“Caro,”  J.  Encycl.  See  Neubauer,  Catalogue,  no.  2578,  containing  a list 
of  ten  eulogies  on  the  death  of  Joseph  Caro,  and  as  to  the  untrustworthi- 
ness of  the  Mentor-Angel,  see  Rabinowitz,  p.  43,  note  4. 

22.  MM  17a. 

23.  Cassel,  ibid.,  is  almost  the  only  writer  who  doubted  the  authen- 
ticity of  this  work.  His  arguments  are  in  every  respect  weak,  whilst  there 
is  contemporary  evidence  to  the  contrary.  See  Rabinowitz,  242  seq., 
Briill,  Jahrbiicher,  IX:  150,  and  Ginzberg,  ibid. 

24.  See  MM  4a,  13c,  18c,  23d,  33b,  49a. 

25.  See  MM  3c. 

26.  See  Horwitz,  iT'1?!?  (ed.  Warsaw),  162a  seq. 

27.  See  MM  22c. 

28.  See  MM  11c,  12a,  17a,  25c,  cf.  Graetz,  Geschichte,  IX:340  and 
561,  but  see  also  Hebrew  translation,  VII:415,  and  appendix  at  the  end 
by  Jaffe. 

29.  See  especially  MM,  pp.  25c  and  26a  about  tS"’1fl  (f|DH'1? 
pXNB’Kta);  cf.  Kahana,  77,  note  1. 

30.  See  MM  18c  and  28a. 

31.  See  MM  4a,  16a,  37a. 

32.  See  MM  6b,  34a,  50a. 

33.  See  MM  28a. 

34.  See  MM  35c. 

35.  See  MM  2b. 

36.  See  MM  30d,  37b. 

37.  See  MM  16a,  18d,  46a. 

38.  See  MM  46d. 

39.  See  MM  3a,  14a,  21c,  24c,  25d,  34d,  44d. 

40.  See  MM  3b. 

41.  See  MM  3d,  21b,  c. 

42.  See  MM  52b. 

43.  See  MM  29d. 

44.  See  MM  3b,  41d. 

45.  See  MM  3b. 

46.  See  MM  13a,  18c. 

47.  See  MM  8a,  10b,  19d,  23d,  26b. 

48.  See  MM  8b,  c. 

49.  See  MM  50d. 

50.  See  MM  4d,  13d,  14a,  19d,  20d,  21a,  27a,  29b.  About  Nicopolis 
in  particular,  ibid.,  17b. 
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51.  See  MM  25c. 

52.  See  MM  12d,  13a. 

53.  See  MM  23a. 

54.  See  MM  5a,  6b,  8d,  14c,  25b,  and  c,  27a,  b,  c,  28d,  30a  and  b. 
34b,  42c. 

55.  See  MM  3d,  4b  and  c,  8c,  9c,  16d,  19d,  24d,  30c,  46c,  50a  and  a 
About  the  possibility  of  references  to  Alkabez,  see  Rabinowitz,  245,  note 
1.  See  also  below,  note  76. 

56.  The  following  remarks  about  Molko  are  mostly  based  on  Graetz, 
Geschichte,  IX,  Index.  See  also  English  translation  IV,  Index,  and  Vogel- 
stern  and  Rieger,  Geschichte  der  Juden  in  Rom,  II,  Index. 

57.  See  Graetz,  Geschichte,  VIII:253  and  562,  and  references  given 
there,  to  which  Sambari,  p.  147,  may  be  added.  See,  however,  Rabino- 
witz, 152,  note  1.  His  doubts  are  fully  justified,  as  there  is  not  a single 
real  trace  in  all  the  contemporary  literature  coming  from  Palestine  point- 
ing to  Molko ’s  staying  in  that  country. 

58.  See  references  given  to  MM  in  note  55,  especially  the  one  to 
MM  50a. 


59.  See  above,  note  50.  See  also  Horwitz,  n"7 tit,  I,  134b  and  Gutt- 
man,  31  ntPJtDI  nJ112N  “| “17,  Warsaw,  1898,  14b. 

60.  See  Azulai  s.n.;  cf.  also  Ghirondi,  p.  380  seq.  See  also  Alkabez, 
Introduction  to  his  >l7n  nnn  (Lemberg,  1863);  cf.  Briill,  Jahrbiicher, 
IX,  150,  and  Rabinowitz,  245.  See  also  Landshut,  minjjn  '7113J?,  s.  n. 

61.  See  MM  50d  (headed  Diojt),  which  is  dated  in  the  MSS.  of  the 
MM  the  second  Adar  1S7  (March,  1536),  and  it  is  clear  from  the  con- 
tents that  Caro  was  still  in  ptf?  pm  at  that  period.  For  the  fact  that 
there  were  about  one  thousand  families  in  Safed,  I have  only  the  au- 
thority of  Graetz,  Geschichte,  VII:  302.  See  Trani,  III,  48. 

62.  See  Trani,  I,  28;  Caro  II,  16c.  Alsheich,  Responsa,  no.  27,  and 
cf.  Shlomel,  43a. 

63.  See  Frumkin,  7. 

ResP°nsa  of  Berab,  no.  22;  Bacharach,  109c;  Boton,  37  Dn7, 
no.  92,  and  Vital,  13b.  There  are  also  in  the  book  Ibtt’ti’'  ppn,  by  R. 
Issachar  b.  Mordecai  b.  Shushan,  references  to  n'77BDn  mpnp  and 
7np. 

65.  See  Trani,  III,  48. 

66.  See  Trani,  I,  106;  II,  115  and  131;  Responsa  by  Alsheich,  no.  27; 
Responsa  by  R.  Joseph  Trani,  I,  82. 

67.  See  Sh.  J.,  16b,  and  Bertinoro,  222. 

68.  See  Sh.  J.,  16b,  and  Trani,  III,  46. 

69.  See  Berab,  no.  22;  Trani,  I,  171;  II,  25;  Radbaz,  II,  638,  and 
Responsa  of  R.  Moses  Galanti,  no  11 

70.  See  Chabib,  292d. 


Pn  Chayim  Alsheich’s  Preface  to  the  Pentateuch  Commentary 

°f  /-Moses  Alsheich,  ed.  Venice,  1601,  p.  6a.  Cf.  Leo  Modena’s  Brie/e 
(ed.  by  Prof.  Dr.  L.  Blau),  Letter  147. 

72.  See  Berliner,  periodical  Jerusalem,  II,  68  seq.  The  Jewish  Theo- 
logical  Seminary  Library  possesses  the  most  important  productions  of 
this  press. 


73.  See  Sh.  J.,  16b,  and  Shlomel,  43a. 

74.  See  Responsa  of  R.  Isaac  de  Latas,  p.  54;  cf.  Graetz,  Geschichte, 
IX,  end. 

75.  See  above,  p.  262. 

76.  See  MM  19d;  cf.  ibid.  4d.  There  can  be  little  doubt  that  the 
Solomon  mentioned  there  is  Solomon  Alkabez. 
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77.  About  Berab  and  the  history  of  the  Ordination  controversy,  see 
Graetz,  Geschichte,  IX:300  seq.;  Rabinowitz,  218  seq.;  and  the  refer- 
ences given  there,  especially  to  the  rO'DDH  niJK  forming  an  appendix 
to  the  Responsa  of  Chabib.  It  should  never  be  forgotten  that  in  judging 
Berab  we  are  entirely  dependent  on  material  coming  from  an  opponent, 
who  in  the  heat  of  the  controversy  could  with  all  his  meekness  not  re- 
main impartial  to  his  antagonist,  and  therefore  large  deductions  should 
be  made  from  all  that  is  said  of  the  harshness  of  Berab’s  character  and 
of  the  real  motives  for  his  action.  Cf.  also  Frumkin,  38  seq. 

78.  See  Chabib,  186d,  198d,  302b,  and  305c. 

79.  See  Chabib,  188d.  Of  the  four  ordained,  we  have  only  the  names 
of  Caro  and  Trani.  Graetz,  Geschichte  IX:  307,  note,  and  Frumkin,  73, 
note  1,  advance  hypotheses  as  to  the  names  of  the  other  two.  Yachya 
in  his  nblpn  DbB'pB'  speaks  of  ten  who  received  the  Ordination,  but 
the  meaning  of  the  passage  is  not  quite  certain. 

80.  See  MM  29a;  cf.  Graetz,  ibid.  311,  Caro  seems  to  have  given  up 
the  matter  altogether  afterwards,  there  being  not  a single  reference  to 
the  Ordination  question,  either  in  his  EBB'D  ]B'n,  no.  61,  or  in  his  com- 
mentary to  Maimonides’  jmnJD  'ft  mifl  HJB'D,  IV.  Only  in  his  DO 
*103 1 to  the  EBB'D  lB>n,  no.  295,  there  is  a faint  reference  to  it.  Cf.  Azu- 
lai’s  «|D1 ' '3-Q  to  EBB'D  IB'n,  64. 

81.  See  MM  16d. 

82.  About  Trani,  see  Fin,  bDian  (octavo  edition),  II,  586  seq. 

83.  See  Trani,  II,  67;  cf.  also  I,  41  and  47. 

84.  See  Trani,  III,  48. 

85.  See  e.  g.  Trani,  I,  156,  189,  274,  336;  II,  46  and  180;  cf.  Caro  I,  24. 

86.  See  fl'S  ran#.  Anon.,  26d.  Cf.  also  Caro  I,  14,  where  he  speaks 
of  his  lack  of  time,  which  is  given  to  lecturing  to  the  Chaberim  both  in 
the  morning  and  in  the  evening. 

87.  See  Alsheich,  Opinion  incorporated  in  Caro  I,  73. 

88.  See  Caro  I,  92;  II,  14  seq.  Cf.  R.  Menahem  Azariah  of  Fano, 
Preface  to  the  llD“in  n7B.  Cf.  also  Azulai;  Conforte;  Sambari;  and  Ka- 
hana,  p.  80  seq. 

89.  See  Parties,  Preface. 

90.  See  'lbn  n>“D,  39b  seq. 

91.  See  SG,  pp.  la,  23a  and  b,  24b;  cf.  Kahana,  p.  80,  note  2. 

92.  With  regard  to  Alkabez  see  B’Tlpn  mriE,  II,  25b. 

93.  See  “IB' 'Pi  UN  by  Popers,  23p.  See  also  reference  given  above, 
note  60. 

94.  See  Kahana,  p.  145,  note  6,  to  which  are  to  be  added  R.  Men- 
ahem Azariah  of  Fano  and  R.  Sabbatai  Horwitz,  the  author  of  PE  JIBE*. 

95.  See  Preface  to  the  work  mentioned  in  note  88.  Cf.  Catalog  der 
hebraischen  Handschriften  der  kgl.  Bibliothek  in  Modena,  S.  Jona,  p.  10 
seq.;  cf.  also  Kaufmann. 

96.  See  the  authorities  quoted  above  in  note  88;  cf.  also  Bacharach, 
7a  and  33c. 

97.  Besides  the  usual  authorities,  such  as  Conforte  (Index),  Sambari 
(Index),  and  Azulai,  s.  ru,  see  also  Calimani,  and  Alsheich’s  Preface  to 
his  Commentary  to  Proverbs.  Cf.  Leo  Modena’s  Briefe,  Letter  98.  Most 
of  the  biographers  give  the  relation  of  Loria  as  stated  in  the  text.  Cf. 
also  Vital,  2b.  Rabbi  Abraham  Chazkuni,  however,  in  his  book  PINT 
minn  pp  in,  states  in  the  name  of  Alsheich  that  he  had  a direct  tradi- 
tion from  Loria  regarding  a certain  mystic  point,  whilst  according  to 
Calimani  he  was  one  of  the  direct  recipients  of  Loria’s  mystical  teachings. 
See  also  Steinschneider,  Jerusalem,  III,  no.  33c,  to  a MS.  HB’p  flltn 
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by  Alsheich  on  the  precarious  condition  of  the  Jews  of  Safed.  Unfor- 
tunately, the  MS.  was  inaccessible  to  me. 

98.  See  Conforte  (Index),  and  Azulai,  s.  n.  Cf.  Bacharach  109c;  Ch. 
Y.  II,  4a,  and  IV,  10b;  Kaydanower,  93,  and  Popers,  7b. 

99.  See  Azkari,  Preface;  cf.  Kahana,  p.  149. 

100.  See  naan  fi'trtn  (ed.  Cracow),  174a. 

101.  See  Azkari,  95a  seq. 

102.  See  Baba  Bathra,  10a,  IT'N  no.  92,  end. 

103.  See  Shlomel  and  Vital,  where  such  legends  are  scattered  over 
the  books,  parallels  to  which  are  to  be  found  in  Bacharach’s  and  Kay- 
danower’s  works  in  various  places.  Sambari,  of  whose  chronicles  the 
Jewish  Theological  Seminary  Library  possesses  a good  copy,  is  also 
replete  with  such  stories.  Cf.  also  □ ’ in  notPJ,  III,  10;  see  Kahana,  pp. 
146,  148,  and  150.  Yachya  in  his  p'TitS'  has  also  any  number  of  such 
stories. 

104.  The  legend  about  Joseph  is  incorporated  in  the  book  Q"V  itaip1? 
(Livorao,  1790);  Kahana,  p.  11,  note  5. 

105.  Cf.  Shabbath,  12a  and  b,  and  the  references  given  there  on  the 
margin  to  the  codes  of  Maimonides  and  Caro. 

106.  See  D’pHS  mm  IK  incorporated  in  the  Hebrew  book  mentioned 
above  in  note  104,  69b. 

107.  See  Azulai,  r.  n.;  Ch.  Y.,  II,  55b. 

108.  The  main  sources  for  Loria’s  biography  are  the  legendary  ac- 

counts, of  which  two  versions  exist.  The  one  is  that  first  published  in 
the  Sammelwerk  n»3H  (see  Zedner,  356),  and  republished  any 

number  of  times  both  as  appendix  to  other  works  as  well  as  by  itself 
under  the  name  of  n«n  inns'.  This  is  the  version  made  use  of  by  al- 
most all  writers  on  the  subject.  The  second  version,  strongly  related  to 
it,  but  in  a somewhat  more  connected  form  as  well  as  more  precise  in 
its  dates,  is  the  D'D'J  ns'jtai  fiuian  *1BD  published  first  in  Constan- 
tinople in  1720,  and  then  in  Safed  by  R.  Samuel  Heller  in  the  year  1876. 
See  also  n»«n  UK  by  Moses  Mordecai  Lebtob,  pp.  214-216,  where 
the  first  two  or  three  pages  of  this  version  are  reproduced.  Sambari’s 
account  of  the  life  of  Loria  is  omitted  by  Neubauer,  but  the  Jewish 
Theological  Seminary  Library  possesses  a photograph  copy  of  the  whole 
work  as  preserved  in  the  Paris  MS.,  and  a copy  of  the  omissions  relat- 
ing to  Safed  from  the  Oxford  MS.  This  account  of  Sambari  is  almost 
identical  with  the  second  version.  Much  material  is  also  to  be  found  in 
Bacharach,  6a,  7b,  10b  to  14a,  33a  to  34a,  77a,  109c,  116b  and 
c,  126a  and  d,  138a,  141c,  142a  and  b,  143a,  146b,  c,  and  d,  152 
to  154.  Bacharach’s  story  is,  as  is  well  known,  based  on  Shlomel.  Kay- 
danower has  also  various  legends  about  Loria  (see  chs.  2,  5,  7,  9,  12, 
16’ 22,  31,  34,  46,  48,  77,  80,  87,  and  93),  which  agree  on  the  whole 
with  the  second  version.  Ch.  Y.  also  made  use  of  this  version.  This  ver- 
sion, hardly  known  to  any  modern  writer  except  Bloch,  in  his  Die  Kab- 
balah auf  ihrem  Hohepunkt  und  ihre  Meister  (Pressburg,  1905),  is  ex- 
tant in  various  MSS.  It  is  hardly  necessary  to  say  that  all  these  legends 
are  greatly  exaggerated,  and  sometimes  even  written  “with  a purpose.” 
Cf.  Modena,  DrtJ  'IK,  ch.  25;  but  on  the  whole,  the  legends  fairly  rep- 
resent the  estimation  in  which  Loria  was  held  by  his  contemporaries. 
Cf.  also  Calimani,  Conforte  Index,  Sambari  Index,  and  Azulai,  s.  n.  See 
further,  Graetz,  Geschichte,  IX,  Index,  and  Kahana.  The  account  in 
the  text  is  mostly  based  on  the  Constantinople  edition,  to  be  quoted 
as  MN,  the  initials  of  the  Maaseh  Nissim  version.  Cf.  also  Dr.  Ginzberg’s 
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article  “Cabala,”  Jewish  Encyclopedia,  and  the  literature  given  there 
about  the  various  mystical  systems,  to  which  has  to  be  added  Bloch  as 
above.  The  reader  who  will  study  the  question  will  find  that  we  are 
still  in  want  of  a good  exposition  of  Loria’s  Cabbala,  its  strange  and 
bewildering  terminology,  and  how  far  it  is  to  be  considered  a develop- 
ment of  Cordovero’s  system.  The  best  essay  on  this  subject  is  undoubtedly 
the  just  mentioned  article  by  Dr.  Ginzberg,  and  the  book  of  Mieses 
mentioned  by  him;  but  even  in  these  articles  we  have  more  of  the  system 
of  Cordovero  as  expounded  by  R.  Sabbatai  Horwitz  than  that  of  Loria 
as  conveyed  by  his  disciple  Vital. 

109.  See  Graetz,  Geschichte,  VIII:211-213.  See  also  ibid.,  p.  292, 
note.  Cf.  Frumkin,  pp.  15,  58,  61-68.  From  the  Responsa  of  R.  Samuel 
de  Modena,  2,  it  is  clear  that  the  German-Jewish  settlements  in  the 
Turkish  Empire  preceded  thost  of  the  Spanish  Jews.  Cf.  Solomon  Ro- 
sanis,  na-uim  PK7BM  'B<  nn,  p.  163  seq.  Graetz’s  statement  in  Ge- 
schichte, IX:  24,  that  the  Jewish  settlement  in  Jerusalem  counted  in  the 
year  1522  fifteen  hundred  families  rests  on  a mistaken  reading  of  his 
authority,  where  Graetz,  by  some  oversight,  added  the  word  fllKD, 
which  is  not  to  be  found  in  the  text.  The  sense  in  the  Sh.  J.  is  plain 
enough,  that  the  German  community  counted  fifteen  families.  Cf. 
Schwarz,  pp.  453  and  457.  See  also  Epstein,  N>7lP  nnstra,  pp.  33  and  35! 
It  is  interesting  to  see  that  our  Loria’s  son  was  named  Solomon  Loria! 
probably  after  his  grandfather. 

110.  See  MN  2a.  Cf.  Azulai,  s.  n„  and  Ch.  Y.,  13b.  According  to 
Conforte  (40b),  however,  Loria  was  the  pupil  of  R.  David  Abi  Zimra 
and  the  colleague  of  R.  Bezaleel,  a view  which  is  supported  by  Vital 
9a,  137  T"377. 

111.  See  MN  2a-b.  The  MS.  has  the  following  important  additional 

matter:  . . . ntt >v  n»5tm  in>33  77nfin  T?n  Ninn  7BDrt  p tnn 

immai  DDittunna  d>b tp  onrm  dibijpd  ins  . . . p onant  o'BjtBPi 
o dPu  7ruP  iibd  nattMn  Dnsai  nnnnP  p iPni  nnna  rs»  p 
inni  llin  n3tt>  37j;  1331  onm*  Dat?  Sambari  has  the  following 
words:  mpan  D»7sa  uns3tt>  punpan  'iv  7n«  7B33  nattMn  ansas 
innt»73  nin  nsan  nn  Pna  7>tt»jt  rnntp  nan  '"5?  tnn"Ptt  See  Shlo- 
mel’s  chronology  (p.  33d),  which  is  somewhat  different.  It  is  to  be 
observed  that  the  MS.  contains  no  statement  as  to  the  date  of  Loria’s 
leaving  Egypt,  so  that  it  may  be  fixed  with  Graetz,  Geschichte,  IX:587, 
not  later  than  1568.  This  would  allow  ample  time  for  his  making  the 
acquaintance  of  Cordovero,  who  died  in  1570,  and  becoming  his 
regular  disciple.  Kahana’s  arguments  against  Graetz  (p.  150)  are  not 
convincing.  We  have  always  to  remember  that  the  tendency  was  to 
reduce  Loria’s  residence  in  Safed  to  a minimum,  so  as  to  make  him 
entirely  independent  of  Cordovero. 

112.  See  Shlomel,  33b,  and  Preface  to  the  D"nn  pp.  About  the  mys- 
tical writings  of  R.  David  Abi  Zimra,  and  those  of  R.  Bezaleel,  see 
Azulai,  s.  n. 

113.  See  Kahana,  p.  203,  note  1. 

114.  See  Sambari,  151,  and  Conforte,  40b. 

115.  See  MN  lb.  The  MS.  adds  Joseph  Ashkenazi. 

116.  See  Pardes,  77a. 

117.  Pardes,  26a. 

118.  Introduction  to  the  )187n  Mlfi,  3b. 

119.  See  MN  2b  and  3a.  More  fully  in  the  MS.  3a-b.  tP3131 
niJ’3  l'n  >8'3B'  . . . anp  7BK  7BB3tS*  DD31  . . . p"B7n  deb  irmm 
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nn«  “?3K  nn’BD  nj’nai  ‘jin  DiniDa  nn  'nana  o'Binn  ne>np 
D'Bisae  nj'naa  naa  mnn  »'Kn  b>-ibm  nnu'sn  -ini'  i^pp  >niD 
uni'll  S"7  E"Da  Nri'tna.  See  ako  Preface  to  rv'ny.  Cf.  Graetz,  Ge- 
schichte,  IX:589.  See  ako  Bloch  (as  above,  note  108),  p.  35. 

120.  See  above,  note  111,  and  below,  note  153,  as  to  the  date  of 
Loria’s  death. 

121.  See  Shlomel,  44b,  and  Bacharach,  6c.  It  is  to  be  noticed  that 
Vital  maintained  a sceptical  attitude  toward  the  relations  of  Caro’s 
Maggid.  See  Kahana,  p.  268,  text  and  notes,  and  Rabinowitz,  243.  It  k 
not  impossible  that  the  dktrust  was  mutual. 

122.  See  Shlomel,  34b  seq.  See  ako  Preface  to  ri"ny. 

123.  See  MN  3a  and  5b.  The  author  of  the  O’aia  ‘lip  was  a dk- 
ciple  of  Cordovero. 

124.  See  MN  3ab. 

125.  See  MN  4ab.  The  MS.  5a  has  that  Loria  said:  bat?  ’fixy 

ainal>  man  ima  n1?  djbr  . . . un»  no  i1?  amat  cao  antt 

l'Tn  noa  n^n.  The  question  whether  Loria  wrote  anything,  and  how 
far  these  so-called  traditions  in  his  name  are  to  be  relied  upon  k still 
a very  mooted  one.  See  Kahana,  p.  202,  text  and  notes,  and  references 
given  there.  The  general  impression  one  receives  from  the  various 
legendary  accounts  quoted  above  is  that  he  declined  to  write  anything, 
and  that  he  was  reluctant  to  impart  any  mystical  knowledge  even  by 
word  of  mouth. 

126.  See  Azulai,  s.  n.  See  MN  3a  with  regard  to  Loria’s  serving  on  a 
board. 

127.  See  Modena,  ana  ntt,  p.  66. 

128.  See  such  works  as  the  maian  TED  in  its  various  editions  and 
arrangements  (Zedner,  379),  and  the  flisni  V33  by  R.  Jacob  ben 
Chayim  Zemach  (Zedner,  299). 

129.  See  Shabbath,  10a. 

130.  See  above,  note  128,  to  which  has  to  be  added  the  fl")?B  by 
Vital. 

131.  See  Shlomel,  141b.  *UDn  seems  to  mean  a block  of  buildings 
with  a synagogue  attached  to  it.  According  to  the  Ch.  Y.,  34c,  it 
means  a College  or  a Yeshibah.  See  ako  Vital,  16  a. 

132.  See  Graetz,  Geschichte,  XI:587  seq.,  and  references  given  there. 
See  also  01313  (ed.  Jessnitz,  1723),  la. 

133.  See  01313,  2d;  cf.  Kahana,  p.  203,  note  5. 

134.  See  maia,  11c. 

135.  See  niiia,  lb. 

136.  See  niSD!  1'JJ,  45b. 

137.  See  man  6c.  Cf.  D'pHS  nimiR,  67a. 

138.  See  Azkari,  p.  48.  See  ako  the  the  statement  of  the  traveller 
Samson  Bak,  Jerusalem,  II,  p.  145. 

139.  See  niiia,  3a. 

140.  See  npas  mo^n  '"ixn  jra>. 

141.  See  mala,  la. 

142.  See  Ch.  Y.,  IV,  53a  and  b. 

143.  See  111313,  3b  seq.,  24b  seq.  Bacharach,  lid. 

144.  See  Shlomel,  39c,  Bacharach,  11a,  and  Cl.  Y.,  I,  37b. 

145.  See  Shlomel,  39,  and  Bacharach,  ibid. 

146.  See  JpJ  (Przemysl,  1875),  86a  and  b. 

147.  See  Azulai,  s.  n.  and  Kaydanower,  ch.  93.  Cf.  Pesikta  Rabbathi, 
131b  seq.,  and  II  Esdras  10,  r.  v. 
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148.  See  Azulai,  s.  n. 

149.  See  Shlomel,  39a,  Bacharach,  lOd.  Cf.  Graetz,  Geschichte, 
IX: 588.  See  also  i"i,  50  seq.;  61  seq.;  87d  seq.,  about  various  con- 
temporaries of  Loria.  Cf.  also  Steinschneider,  Catalogue  Munich,  2d 
ed.,  Berlin,  1895,  pp.  250-1. 

150.  See  Shlomel,  35b. 

151.  See  mJT3,  lb,  and  Ch.  Y.,  I,  48b,  51b,  and  59b. 

152.  See  Preface  to  the  PI"nj?. 

153.  The  date  of  Loria’s  death  is  given  by  most  bibliographers  as  the 
year  1572.  Against  this  we  have,  however,  the  evidence  of  Conforte,  41a, 
who  fixes  it  in  the  year  1573,  for  which  he  is  attacked  by  Azulai  and 
others.  Sambari,  p.  151,  fixes  it  in  the  year  1574,  which  is  also  confirmed 
by  the  traveller  Samson  Bak.  See  Jerusalem,  II,  p.  146,  text  and  notes. 

154.  See  the  statement  of  R.  Moses  Galanti,  the  Younger,  in  the  pref- 
face  to  the  book  in  po,  by  R.  David  Abi  Zimra  (Amsterdam,  1679). 

155.  Horwitz  is  the  one  who  dwells  more  on  the  mystical  exposition 
of  the  ideal  man  than  any  of  the  authors  of  “idio  'IDO  who  became 
popular  with  the  large  masses,  and  a careful  reading  of  the  first  seventy 
pages  of  his  n"‘W  (ed.  Warsaw,  8°)  will  show  that  it  is  chiefly  the 
e]l^n  ntmp  and  the  hope  consequent  upon  it  which  he  is  aiming  at. 
Cf.  especially  page  19b;  20a  seq.;  28a  seq.;  30b  seq.;  33a  seq.;  47a 
seq.;  59a  seq. 

156.  See  Jerusalem,  II,  p.  143,  and  Frumkin,  117. 

157.  See  Azulai  under  these  names.  Cf.  also  Shlomel,  36a  and  41d. 
See  also  the  Responsa  of  R.  Joseph  Trani,  I,  82.  Cf.  also  Sambari, 
161,  with  regard  to  the  Loria  Synagogue. 
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The  Shulhan  'Aruk:  Enduring  Code 
of  Jewish  Law  * 

by  Isadore  Twersky 


Shulhan  ‘Aruk,  a term  taken  over  from  early  rabbinic  exe- 
gesis in  the  Midrash  1 and  applied  to  one  of  the  most  influential, 
truly  epochal  literary  creations  of  Jewish  history,  has  a double 
or  even  triple  meaning,  and  its  use  therefore  necessitates  pre- 
cise definition  or  description.  Shulhan  ‘Aruk  is  the  title  given 
by  R.  Joseph  Karo  (1488-1575)  to  a brief,  four-part  code  of 
Jewish  law  which  was  published  in  1565-66,  just  over  four 
hundred  years  ago.  Shulhan  ‘Aruk  also  designates  a composite, 
collaborative  work,  combining  this  original  text  of  R.  Joseph 
Karo,  a Spanish  emigre  from  Toledo  (1492)  who  lived  and 
studied  in  Turkey  and  finally  settled  in  Palestine  in  a period 
of  turbulence  and  instability  and  apocalyptic  stirrings,  with 
the  detailed  glosses — both  strictures  and  supplements — of  R. 
Moses  Isserles  (c.  1525-1572),  a well-to-do  Polish  scholar, 
proud  of  his  Germanic  background,  who  studied  in  Lublin 
and  became  de  facto  chief  rabbi  of  Cracow  in  a period  of 
relative  stability  and  tranquillity.  This  unpremeditated  literary 
symbiosis  then  generated  a spate  of  commentaries  and  super- 
commentaries, brief  or  expansive,  defensive  or  dissenting,  from 
the  Sefer  Me’irat  ‘Enayim  of  R.  Joshua  Falk  and  the  Sefer 
Siftei  Kohen  of  R.  Shabbetai  ha-Kohen  to  the  Mishnah  Beru- 
rah  of  R.  Israel  Meir  ha-Kohen;  and  the  term  Shulhan  ‘Aruk 
continued  to  be  applied  to  this  multi-dimensional,  multi-gen- 
erational, ever-expanding  folio  volume — a fact  which  attests 
the  resiliency  and  buoyancy  of  the  Halachic  tradition  in 
Judaism.  A person  must,  therefore,  define  his  frame  of 

* From  Judaism,  vol.  XVI,  no.  2,  Spring,  1967. 
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reference  when  he  purports  to  glorify  or  vilify,  to  acclaim  or 
condemn — or,  if  he  is  able  to  avoid  value  judgments,  to  de- 
scribe historically.2  The  genuinely  modest  purpose  of  the 
following  remarks  is,  first,  to  chronicle  the  emergence  of  the 
Shulhan  ‘Aruk,  especially  in  its  first  and  second  meanings, 
and  then  to  describe  a few  of  its  salient  literary  and  substantive 
characteristics.  “The  rest  is  commentary,”  which  we  should 
go  and  study. 


i 

In  the  year  1522,3  R.  Joseph  Karo,  a young,  struggling, 
volatile  and  ascetic  scholar,  having  settled  temporarily  and 
discontentedly  in  Adrianople,  Turkey,  launched  a massive 
literary  project  that  would  preoccupy  him,  sometimes  at  a 
frenetic  pace,  for  over  thirty  years — twenty  years  in  the  com- 
position and  about  twelve  years  in  editorial  revision  and  re- 
finement.4 The  stimulus  was  provided  by  the  worrisome  decline 
in  scholarship — “and  the  wisdom  of  their  wise  men  shall 
perish”  5 — coming  in  the  wake  of  the  rigors  and  vicissitudes  of 
exile,  the  endless  turbulence  of  history,  and  the  increasing 
human  imperfection.6  The  need  was  great  for  a comprehensive 
as  well  as  authoritative  guide,  which  would  stem  the  un- 
desirable and  almost  uncontrollable  proliferation  of  texts  and 
provide  a measure  of  religious  uniformity  in  this  period  of 
great  turmoil  and  dislocation.  This  would  be  accomplished, 
however,  not  by  producing  another  compact,  sinewy  manual — 
a small  volume  such  as  the  Agur,  which  R.  Karo  treats  pe- 
joratively 7 — but  by  reviewing  the  practical  Halachah  in  its 
totality.  The  oracular  type  of  code,  containing  curt,  staccato 
directives  and  pronouncements,  was  neither  adequate  nor 
reliable.  It  did  not  provide  for  intellectual  stimulus  and  ex- 
pansion of  the  mind,  nor  did  it  offer  correct  guidance  in  re- 
ligious practice. 

R.  Joseph  Karo’s  ambitious  undertaking  in  the  field  of 
rabbinic  literature,  entitled  the  Bet  Yosef  ( House  of  Joseph),8 
was  thus  motivated  by  the  need  to  review  “all  the  practical 
laws  of  Judaism,  explaining  their  roots  and  origins  in  the 
Talmud”  and  all  the  conflicting  interpretations  concerning 
them.  No  extant  work  answered  to  this  need.  In  order  to 
avoid  duplication  or  reduce  it  to  a bare  minimum,  he  decided 
to  build  his  own  work  around  an  existing  code  that  was 
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popular  and  authoritative.  He  selected  the  Turim  of  R.  Jacob 
b-  Asher  (c.  1280—1340)  rather  than  the  more  famous  and 
widespread  Mishneh  Torah  of  R.  Moses  b.  Maimon,  because 
the  latter  was  too  concise  and  monolithic,  presenting,  on  the 
whole,  unilateral,  undocumented  decisions,  while  the  former 
was  expansive  and  more  interpretive,  citing  alternate  views  and 
divergent  explanations.  At  this  stage,  then,  the  text  of  the 
Turim  was  only  a pretext  for  his  own  work.9  His  method  was 
to  explain  every  single  law  in  the  text,  note  its  original  source, 
and  indicate  whether  the  formulation  found  in  the  Turim 
was  the  result  of  consensus  or  was  subject  to  dispute.  He 
would,  furthermore,  explain  the  alternate  interpretations  and 
formulations  which  the  Turim  referred  to  but  rejected.  In 
addition,  he  would  introduce  and  elucidate  those  views  which 
the  Turim  had  totally  omitted  from  consideration.  As  a purely 
theoretical  increment,  he  promised  to  examine  and  explain 
those  views  of  predecessors — especially  Maimonides — which 
were  problematic  or  remained  obscure  despite  the  availability 
of  such  commentaries  as  the  Maggid  Mishneh.10  He  would, 
incidentally,  correct  the  text  of  the  Turim,  which  suffered 
many  scribal  corruptions.  That  he  intended  his  encyclopedic 
review  of  Halachah  to  be  used  as  a study-guide  is  indicated 
by  his  promise  always  to  give  exact  bibliographical  references 
in  order  to  enable  his  readers  to  consult  original  texts  or 
check  quotations  in  their  original  contexts.  However,  having 
completed  this  panoramic  presentation  and  almost  detached, 
academic  analysis  of  a law,  he  would  regularly  indicate  the 
normative  conclusion,  for  the  “goal  is  that  we  should  have 
one  Torah  and  one  law.”  The  function  of  this  massive  work  is 
thus  twofold:  to  flesh  out  the  bare-bones  codifications  which 
are  too  brief  and  uninformative,  but  preserve  their  sinewiness 
and  pragmatic  advantage  by  unequivocally  stating  the  pesak, 
the  binding  regulation,  in  each  case.11  Certitude  and  finality 
are  among  the  top-priority  items  that  will  be  guaranteed.12 

In  connection  with  this,  the  author  lays  bare  his  juridical 
methodology,  a methodology  that  was  to  be  vigorously 
contested,  as  we  shall  see.  The  judicial  process  was  complex. 
A Talmudist  could  arrive  at  the  normative  conclusion  by 
critically  reviewing  and  appraising  all  arguments  and  demon- 
strations marshalled  by  his  predecessors  and  then  selecting 
the  most  cogent,  persuasive  view.  His  guide  would  be  examina- 
tion of  underlying  texts,  relying,  in  the  final  analysis,  upon  his 
autonomous  judgment  and  not  on  appeal  to  authority.13  This 
independent,  assertive  approach  is  unqualifiedly  repudiated  by 
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R.  Joseph  Karo  for  two  reasons:  1 ) it  would  be  presumptuous  to 
scrutinize  the  judgment  of  such  giants  as  R.  Moses  b.  Nahman, 
R.  Solomon  b.  Adret,  R.  Nissim,  and  the  Tosafists  and  then 
pass  judgment  on  them — we  are  not  qualified  or  competent; 
2)  even  if  the  task  were  not  beyond  our  powers  and  capacities, 
the  process  would  be  too  long  and  arduous.  Forcefully  under- 
scoring his  subservience  and  apparently  forfeiting  his  judicial 
prerogatives,  he  chose  to  arrive  at  the  normative  conclusion  in 
each  case  by  following  the  consensus  or  at  least  the  majority 
rule  of  the  greatest  medieval  codifiers — R.  Isaac  Alfasi  (d. 
1103),  Maimonides  (d.  1204),  and  R.  Asher  ben  Yehiel 
(d.  1328). 14  Contemporary  legislation,  innovation,  and  native 
usage  are  given  no  role  whatsoever — almost  as  if  the  law  were 
all  logic  and  no  experience.  In  other  words,  in  the  realm  of 
commentary  R.  Joseph  Karo  was  bold  and  resourceful,  while 
in  the  realm  of  adjudication  he  was  laconic,  almost  self- 
effacing. 

At  about  the  same  time,  in  entirely  different  circumstances 
and  with  a totally  different  motivation,  R.  Moses  Isserles,  born 
into  comfort  and  affluence,15  son  of  a prominent  communal 
leader  who  was  also  a gentleman  scholar  and  (for  a while) 
son-in-law  of  the  greatest  Talmudic  teacher  in  Poland  (R. 
Shalom  Shakna),  also  began  to  compile  an  exhaustive  com- 
mentary on  the  Turim.  He  reveals  the  immediate  stimulus 
which  led  to  his  project:  having  been  persuaded  by  friends  to 
assume  rabbinic  duties  in  Cracow — his  youth,  immaturity, 
and  unripe  scholarship  notwithstanding — he  found  himself  de- 
ciding many  Halachic  problems  and  issuing  numerous  judicial 
opinions.  It  was  his  practice  to  turn  directly  to  the  Talmud  and 
consult  its  authoritative  expositors,  among  whom  he  mentions 
R.  Isaac  Alfasi,  R.  Moses  b.  Nahman,  and  R.  Asher  b.  Yehiel. 
He  found,  however,  that  he  was  repeatedly  subjected  to  criti- 
cism for  having  ignored  the  rulings  of  the  most  recent  scholars 
(e.g.,  R.  Jacob  Weil,  R.  Israel  Isserlein,  R.  Israel  Bruna)  who 
were  really  the  progenitors  of  contemporary  Polish  Jewry  and 
gave  it  its  creative  and  directive  vital  force.  They  introduced, 
inter  alia,  many  preventive  ordinances  and  stringent  practices 
which  tended  to  nullify  earlier  decisions,  and  as  a result  no 
picture  of  Halachah  could  be  true  to  life  which  did  not 
reflect  these  resources,  motifs  and  developments.  This  put 
R.  Moses  Isserles  in  a bad  light,  and  he  and  his  colleagues 
were,  therefore,  subjected  to  much  severe  criticism,  the  validity 
of  which  he  fully  appreciated  and  accepted,  as  we  shall  see. 

Impromptu,  ad  hoc  review — and  judicious,  instantaneous 
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application — of  all  this  material,  this  panoply  of  interpretations 
and  traditions,  would  be  cumbersome,  if  not  impossible.  It 
therefore  occurred  to  R.  Moses  Isserles  that  the  way  out  was 
to  prepare  a digest  and  anthology  of  all  opinions  and  record 
them  alongside  of  a standard  code.  The  best  book  was  the 
Turim,  for  its  arrangement  was  very  attractive  and  useful,  and 
it  was  easily  intelligible  to  all.  He  set  out,  with  great  determina- 
tion and  commensurate  perseverance,  to  implement  this  literary 
plan  (he  vividly  describes  his  frenetic,  indefatigable  activity, 
without  ease  and  without  quiet).  At  a rather  advanced  stage 
of  his  work,  he  was  electrified  by  the  news  that  “the  light  of 
Israel,  head  of  the  exile”  R.  Joseph  Karo  had  composed  a 
comparable  commentary  on  the  Turim,  the  Bet  Yosef,  the 
exellence  of  which  was  immediately  evident.  R.  Moses  Isserles’ 
anxiety  was  indescribable;  just  as  he  neared  the  hour  of 
consummation,  it  appeared  that  his  efforts  and  privations  would 
turn  out  to  be  a wearying  exercise  in  futility.  He  acknowledges 
— with  what  seems  to  be  a blend  of  modesty  and  realism — 
that  he  could  not  hold  a candle  to  R.  Joseph  Karo.  However, 
shock  did  not  lead  to  paralysis.  His  peace  of  mind  and 
momentum  were  restored  when,  reassessing  the  situation,  he 
realized  that  the  field  had  not  been  completely  preempted  and 
that  he  was  still  in  a position  to  make  a substantive  contribu- 
tion. 

There  were  three  areas  in  which  he  could  realign  his  material 
and  operate  creatively  and  meaningfully: 

1)  He  would  compress  the  material,  almost  encyclopedic 
in  its  present  proportions,  and  present  a more  precise  formula- 
tion of  the  law.  Length,  as  Maimonides  notes,  is  one  of  the 
deterrents  of  study.16  Nevertheless,  R.  Moses  Isserles  is  some- 
what apologetic  at  this  point,  because  he  was  fully  aware  of 
the  pitfalls  of  excessive  brevity;  indeed,  it  had  been  the 
codificatory  syndrome — the  rigidities  and  inadequacies  of 
delphic  manuals — that  initially  impelled  him  to  disavow  the 
methodology  of  existing  codes.  As  a compromise,  he  deter- 
mined to  cite — not  to  reproduce  or  summarize — all  sources, 
so  that  the  inquisitive  or  dissatisfied  but  learned  reader  will  be 
able  to  pursue  matters  further,  while  the  less  sophisticated 
and  less  talented  reader  will  still  benefit  and  not  be  able  to 
argue  that  the  material  is  too  lengthy  and  complicated. 

2)  The  Bet  Yosef  was  too  “classical,”  somewhat  remote,  for 
Germanic-Polish  Jewry:  it  failed  to  represent  equally  the  more 
recent  codifiers  and  commentators.  His  work,  the  Darke 
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Mosheh,  would  do  justice  to  them  by  incorporating  their 
positions.  It  would  reflect  the  historical  consciousness  of  R. 
Moses  Isserles  and  his  colleagues  who  looked  upon  themselves 
as  heirs  and  continuators  of  the  Ashkenazi  tradition.  On  one 
hand,  therefore,  the  Darke  Mosheh  would  be  an  abridgement 
of  the  Bet  Yosef,  and,  on  the  other,  it  would  expand  its  scope. 
Clearly,  R.  Moses  Isserles  had  taken  the  words  of  his  earlier 
critics  to  heart. 

3)  Perhaps  the  most  radical  divergence  between  the  two 
works  appeared  in  the  methodology  of  pesak,  formulating  the 
normative  conclusion  and  obligatory  pattern  of  behavior.  Un- 
like R.  Joseph  Karo,  who  cautiously  claimed  to  follow  the  com- 
munis opinio,  or  majority  rule,  of  early  codifiers,  and  unlike 
those  who  would  freely  exercise  independent  judgment  in 
arriving  at  practical  conclusions,  R.  Moses  Isserles  adopted 
a third  stance:  to  follow  most  recent  authorities — halakah 
ke-batra’e.1' ‘ This  method  would  preserve  established  precedent 
and  respect  local  custom.  It  is  reflected  stylistically  in  R.  Moses 
Isserles’  habit  of  underwriting  the  most  valid  view  by  adding 
“and  this  is  customary”  and  then  identifying  the  source  or  by 
noting  candidly  “and  so  it  appears  to  me.” 18  He  is  thus  more 
independent  and  resourceful  than  R.  Joseph  Karo,  though  less 
so  than  R.  Solomon  Luria.19  In  short,  as  R.  Moses  Isserles 
puts  it  in  a rhetorical  flourish,  “And  Moses  took  the  bones  of 
Joseph”20 — he  adapted  and  transformed  the  essence  of  the 
Bet  Yosef  and  abandoned  the  rest. 

This  ends  the  first  chapter  of  our  story  in  which  R.  Joseph 
Karo  made  it  to  the  press  before  R.  Moses  Isserles  and  forced 
the  latter  to  revise  his  initial  prospectus  in  light  of  a changed 
literary  reality.  What  is,  of  course,  striking  is  the  remarkable 
parallelism  and  similarity  of  attitudes  between  these  two 
Talmudists,  both  seeking  to  push  back  the  frontiers  of  Halachic 
literature,  both  convinced  of  the  need  to  review  individual  laws 
in  their  totality  and  not  rely  upon  delphic  manuals,  and  both 
selecting  the  same  code  ( Turim ) as  their  springboard. 


ii 

Ten  years  later,  in  the  course  of  which  the  Bet  Yosef  spread 
far  and  wide  and  his  authority  was  increasingly  respected,  R. 
Joseph  Karo  came  full  cycle  in  his  own  attitude  towards  the 
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oracular-type  code.  Having  previously  and  persuasively  argued 
against  the  utility  and  wisdom  of  the  apodictic  compendium,  he 
now  conceded  its  need  and  efficacy.  He  himself  abridged  the 
voluminous  Bet  Yosef — “gathered  the  lilies,  the  sapphires”— 
and  called  his  new  work  the  Shulhan  ‘Aruk,  “because  in  it  the 
reader  will  find  all  kinds  of  delicacies”  fastidiously  arranged 
and  systematized  and  clarified.  He  was  persuaded  that  the 
Shulhan  ‘Aruk  would  serve  the  needs  of  a diffuse  and  hetero- 
geneous audience.  Scholars  will  use  it  as  a handy  reference 
book,  so  that  every  matter  of  law  will  be  perfectly  clear  and 
the  answer  to  questions  concerning  Halachic  practice  will  be 
immediate  and  decisive.  Young,  untutored  students  will  also 
benefit  by  committing  the  Shulhan  ‘Aruk  to  memory,  for 
even  rote  knowledge  is  not  to  be  underestimated.21 

When  the  Shulhan  ‘Aruk  appeared,  it  elicited  praise  and 
provoked  criticism;  the  former  could  be  exuberant,  and  the 
latter,  abrasive.  Some  contemporaries  needed  only  to  resusci- 
tate R.  Joseph  Karo’s  initial  stance  and  refurbish  his  arguments 
against  such  works  as  the  Agur.  R.  Moses  Isserles*  reaction 
moved  along  the  same  lines  which  had  determined  his  reaction 
to  the  Bet  Yosef.22  He  could  not — like  R.  Solomon  Luria  or 
R.  Yom  Tob  Lipman  Heller — take  unqualified  exception  to  the 
codificatory  aim  and  form,23  for  he  had  already,  in  his  revised 
Darke  Mosheh,  aligned  himself  in  principle  with  this  tendency 
and  had  eloquently  defended  it.  He  could,  however,  press  his 
substantive  and  methodological  attack  on  Karo:  the  latter  had 
neglected  Ashkenazic  traditions  and  had  failed  to  abide  by  the 
most  recent  rulings,  thereby  ignoring  custom  which  was  such 
pi  important  ingredient  of  the  normative  law.24  Moreover, 
just  as  R.  Joseph  Karo  drew  upon  his  Bet  Yosef,  so  R.  Moses 
Isserles  drew  upon  his  Darke  Mosheh; 25  both,  coming  full 
cycle,  moved  from  lively  judicial  symposium  to  soulless  legis- 
lative soliloquy.  If  R.  Joseph  Karo  produced  a “set  table,”  R. 
Moses  Isserles  spread  a “tablecloth”  over  it.28  It  is  certain 
that  the  “table”  would  never  have  been  universally  accepted  if 
it  had  not  been  covered  and  adorned  with  the  “tablecloth.” 
R.  Moses  Isserles’  glosses,  both  strictures  and  annotations,  were 
the  ultimate  validation  of  the  Shulhan  ‘Aruk.  The  full  dialectic 
has  here  played  itself  out,  radical  opposition  to  codes  giving 
way  to  radical  codification,  almost  with  a vengeance;  for  the 
Shulhan  ‘Aruk  is  the  leanest  of  all  codes  in  Jewish  history — 
from  the  Bet  Yosef  to  the  Shulhan  ‘Aruk,  from  the  baroque  to 
the  bare. 
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It  is  not  this  dialectical  movement  per  se  which  is  novel  or 
noteworthy,  for  this  characterizes  much  of  the  history  of  post- 
Talmudic  rabbinic  literature.  Attempts  to  compress  the 
Halachah  by  formal  codification  alternate  with  counter-at- 
tempts to  preserve  the  fulness  and  richness  of  both  the  method 
and  substance  of  the  Halachah  by  engaging  in  interpretation, 
analogy,  logical  inference,  and  only  then  formulating  the  re- 
sultant normative  conclusion.  Any  student  who  follows  the 
course  of  rabbinic  literature  from  the  Geonic  works  of  the 
eighth  century  through  the  Mishneh  Torah  and  Turim  and  on 
down  to  the  Shulhan  ‘Aruk  cannot  ignore  this  see-saw  tend- 
ency. The  tension  is  ever  present  and  usually  catalytic.  No 
sooner  is  the  need  for  codification  met  than  a wave  of  non- 
codificatory  work  rises.  A code  could  provide  guidance  and 
certitude  for  a while  but  not  finality.27  ‘Arvak  ‘arva  zarik — 
“your  bondsman  requires  a bondsman.”  A code,  even  in  the 
eyes  of  its  admirers,  required  vigilant  explanation  and  judicious 
application.  The  heartbeat  had  constantly  to  be  checked  and 
the  pulse  had  to  be  counted.  It  became  part  of  a life  organism 
that  was  never  complete  or  static.  What  is  striking,  therefore, 
in  the  case  of  the  Shulhan  ‘Aruk  is  that  the  dialectical  move- 
ment plays  itself  out  in  the  attitudes  and  achievements  of  the 
same  person — “surfing”  on  the  “sea  of  the  Talmud,”  rising 
and  falling  on  the  crests  of  analysis  and  thoughts  of  argu- 
mentation, and  then  trying  to  “gather  the  water  into  one  area,” 
to  construct  a dike  that  would  produce  a slow,  smooth  flow  of 
its  waters.  The  Shulhan  ‘Aruk  thus  offers  an  instructive  ex- 
ample of  the  dialectical  movement  in  rabbinic  literature  as  a 
whole. 

This  whole  story  is  important,  I believe,  because  it  expands 
the  historical  background  against  which  the  Shulhan  ‘Aruk 
is  to  be  seen  and  cautions  against  excessive  preoccupation  with 
purely  sociological  data,  with  contemporary  stimuli  and  con- 
tingencies. It  makes  the  Shulhan  ‘Aruk  understandable  in  terms 
of  the  general  history  of  Halachic  literature  and  its  major 
trends.  It  provides  an  obvious  vertical  perspective — i.e.  literary 
categories  seen  as  part  of  an  ongoing  Halachic  enterprise — to 
be  used  alongside  of  an,  at  best,  implicit  horizontal  perspective 
— i.e.  historical  pressures  and  eschatological  hopes — for  an 
explanation  of  the  emergence  of  the  Shulhan  ‘Aruk.2B  This  is 
strengthened  by  the  striking  parallelism  between  the  literary 
careers  of  R.  Moses  Isserles  and  R.  Joseph  Karo;  their  histori- 
cal situations,  environmental  influences,  social  contexts  (in  a 
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phrase  of  contemporary  jargon,  their  sitz-im-leben)  are  so 
different,  but  their  aspirations  and  attainments  are  so  similar, 


iii 

When  we  come  to  gauge  and  appraise  the  impact  of  the 
Shulhan  ‘Aruk,  it  is  idle  to  speculate  whether  R.  Joseph  Karo 
intended  the  Shulhan  ‘Aruk  to  circulate  and  be  used  inde- 
pendently, as  a literary  unit  sufficient  to  itself,  or  to  be  used 
only  as  a companion  volume  together  with  the  Bet  Yosef.  His 
intention  has  been  disputed  and  variously  construed.  Some 
condemned  those  who  studied  the  Shulhan  ‘Aruk  in  vacuo, 
thereby  acquiring  superficial  acquaintance  with  Halachah, 
claiming  that  this  contravened  the  author’s  intention.  Others 
treated  the  Shulhan  ‘Aruk  in  a manner  reminiscent  of  R.  Jo- 
seph Karo’s  original  attitude  as  found  in  the  preface  to  the  Bet 
Yosef.  In  this  case,  however,  the  original  intention  of  the 
author  is  eclipsed  by  the  historical  fact,  abetted  or  perhaps 
made  possible  by  R.  Moses  Isserles’  glosses,20  that  the  Shulhan 
Aruk  and  not  the  Bet  Yosef  became  R.  Joseph  Karo’s  main 
claim  to  fame,  and  its  existence  was  completely  separate  from 
and  independent  of  the  Bet  Yosef.  Commentators  such  as  R. 
Abraham  Gumbiner  in  the  Magen  Abraham  effectively  and  ir- 
reparably cut  the  umbilical  cord  which  may  have  linked  the 
Shulhan  ‘Aruk  with  the  Bet  Yosef.  What  some  literary  critics 
have  said  about  poetry  may  then  be  applied  here:  “The 
design  of  intention  of  the  author  is  neither  available  nor  de- 
sirable as  a standard  for  judging  the  success  of  a work  of 
literary  art.”  30  In  our  case,  consequently,  we  should  simply 
see  what  are  some  of  the  characteristics  of  the  Shulhan  ‘Aruk 
and  some  of  the  repercussions  of  its  great  historical  success. 

Perhaps  the  single  most  important  feature  of  the  Shulhan 
‘Aruk  is  its  unswerving  concentration  on  prescribed  patterns 
of  behavior  to  the  exclusion  of  any  significant  amount  of 
theoretical  data.  The  Shulhan  ‘Aruk  is  a manual  for  practical 
guidance,  not  academic  study.  This  practical  orientation  is 
discernible  in  many  areas  and  on  different  levels. 

First  of  all,  by  initially  adopting  the  classification  of  the 
Turim,  R.  Joseph  Karo  capitulated  unconditionally  to  the 
practical  orientation.  The  import  of  this  becomes  more 
vivid  when  we  contrast  the  two  major  codes  on  this  point. 
The  Mishneh  Torah  is  all-inclusive  in  scope,  obliterating  all 
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distinctions  between  practice  and  theory,  and  devoting  sus- 
tained attention  to  those  laws  and  concepts  momentarily  devoid 
of  practical  value  or  temporarily  in  abeyance  because  of  his- 
torical and  geographical  contingencies.  Laws  of  prayer  and 
of  the  Temple  ceremonial  are  given  equal  treatment.  Laws 
concerning  the  sotah,  the  unfaithful  wife  (abrogated  by  R. 
Johanan  b.  Zakkai  in  the  first  century),  are  codified  in  the 
same  detail  as  the  ever  practical  marriage  laws.  The  present 
time  during  which  part  of  the  law  was  in  abeyance  was,  in 
Maimonides’  opinion,  an  historical  anomaly,  a fleeting  moment 
in  the  pattern  of  eternity.  The  real  historical  dimensions  were 
those  in  which  the  Torah  and  its  precepts  were  fully  realized, 
that  is,  the  time  after  the  restoration  of  the  Davidic  dynasty, 
when  “all  the  ancient  laws  will  be  reinstituted  . . . sacrifices 
will  again  be  offered,  the  Sabbatical  and  Jubilee  years  will 
again  be  observed  in  accordance  with  the  commandments  set 
forth  in  the  Law.” 31  The  Oral  Law  was,  therefore,  to  be 
codified  and  studied  exhaustively.  The  Turim,  on  the  other 
hand,  addresses  itself  only  to  those  laws  that  are  relevant, 
to  those  concrete  problems  and  issues  whose  validity  and 
applicability  are  not  confined  either  temporally  or  geographi- 
cally. For  while  both  Maimonides  and  R.  Jacob  b.  Asher 
were  of  one  mind  in  abandoning  the  sequence  of  the  Talmudic 
treatises  and  seeking  an  independent  classification  of  Halachah, 
they  differed  in  their  goals:  Maimonides  sought  to  create  a 
topical-conceptual  arrangement  that  would  provide  a new 
interpretive  mold  for  study  and  would  also  be  educationally 
sound,  while  R.  Jacob  b.  Asher  was  guided  only  by  function- 
ality and  as  a result  was  less  rigorous  conceptually.  It  involved 
a lesser  degree  of  logical  analysis  and  abstraction,  and  did  not 
hesitate  to  group  disparate  items  together.  A code,  according 
to  this  conception  should  facilitate  the  understanding  of  the 
operative  laws  and  guide  people  in  translating  concepts  into 
rules  of  conduct. 

The  Shulhan  ‘Aruk  adds  a further  rigorism  to  the  practi- 
cality of  the  Turim.  The  Turim’ s practicality  expresses  itself 
in  the  rigid  selection  of  material,  in  the  circumscribed  scope, 
but  not  in  the  method  of  presentation,  which  is  rich, 
varied,  and  suggestive,  containing  as  it  does  much  textual 
interpretation  and  brief  discussion  of  divergent  views,  while 
the  functionality  of  the  Shulhan  ‘Aruk  is  so  radical  that  it 
brooks  no  expansiveness  whatsoever.  The  judicial  process  is 
of  no  concern  to  the  codifier;  exegesis,  interpretation,  deriva- 
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tion,  awareness  of  controversy — all  these  matters  are  totally 
dispensable,  even  undesirable,  for  the  codifier.32  In  this  respect, 
the  Shulhan  ‘Aruk  has  greater  affinities  with  the  Mishneh 
Torah,  which  also  purports  to  eliminate  conflicting  interpre- 
tations and  rambling  discussions  and  to  present  ex  cathedra 
legislative,  unilateral  views,  without  sources  and  without  ex- 
planations. The  fact  is  that  the  Shulhan  ‘Aruk  is  much  closer 
to  this  codificatory  ideal  than  the  Mishneh  Torah,  which,  after 
all,  is  as  much  commentary  as  it  is  code.  One  has  only  to 
compare,  at  random,  parallel  sections  of  the  Turim  and 
Shulhan  ‘Aruk  to  realize  fully  and  directly,  almost  palpably, 
the  extent  to  which  the  Shulhan  ‘Aruk  pruned  the  Turim, 
relentlessly  excising  midrashic  embellishments,  ethical  per- 
ceptions, and  theoretical  amplifications.  It  promised  to  give 
the  “fixed,  final  law,  without  speech  and  without  words.”  It 
left  little  to  discretion  or  imagination. 

There  is  yet  another  area  in  which  this  austere  functionality 
comes  to  the  surface — in  the  virtually  complete  elimination 
of  ideology,  theology,  and  teleology.  The  Shulhan  ‘Aruk, 
unlike  the  Mishneh  Torah  or  the  Sefer  ha-Rokeah,  has  no 
philosophical  or  Kabbalistic  prolegomenon  or  peroration.  The 
Shulhan  ‘Aruk,  unlike  the  Mishneh  Torah  or  the  Turim, 
does  not  abound  in  extra-Halachic  comments,  guiding  tenets 
and  ideological  directives.33  While,  as  I have  tried  to  prove 
elsewhere,  the  Mishneh  Torah  does  reveal  the  full  intellec- 
tualistic  posture  of  Maimonides,34  the  Shulhan  ‘Aruk  does 
not  even  afford  an  oblique  glimpse  of  the  Kabbalistic  posture 
of  R.  Joseph  Karo,  who  appears  here  in  the  guise  of  the  civil 
lawyer  for  whom  “nothing  was  more  pointless,  nothing  more 
inept  than  a law  with  a preamble.”  35  He  was  concerned  ex- 
clusively with  what  Max  Weber  called  the  “methodology  of 
sanctification”  which  produces  a “continuous  personality 
pattern,”  not  with  its  charismatic  goals  or  stimuli,  the  ethical 
underpinning  or  theological  vision  which  suffuse  the  Halachah 
with  significance,  guarantee  its  radical,  ineradicable  spiritu- 
ality and  thereby  nurture  the  religious  consciousness.  The 
Shulhan  ‘Aruk  gives  the  concrete  idea,  but  omits  what  Dilthey 
called  Erlebniss,  the  experiential  component.  In  the  Shulhan 
‘Aruk  the  Halachah  manifests  itself  as  the  regula  iuris,  a rule 
of  life  characterized  by  stability,  regularity,  and  fixedness, 
making  known  to  people  “the  way  they  are  to  go  and  the 
practices  they  are  to  follow”  (Exodus  18:20).  The  specific, 
visible  practices  are  not  coordinated  with  invisible  meaning 
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or  unspecified  experience.  One  can  say,  in  general,  that  there 
are  two  major  means  by  which  apparently  trans-Halachic 
material  has  been  organically  linked  with  the  Halachah  proper: 
1)  construction  of  an  ideational  framework  which  indicates 
the  ultimate  concerns  and  gives  coherence,  direction  and 
vitality  to  the  concrete  actions;  2)  elaboration  of  either  a 
rationale  of  the  law  or  a mystique  of  the  law  which  suggests 
explanations  and  motives  for  the  detailed  commandments. 
The  Shulhan  ‘Aruk,  for  reasons  of  its  own,  about  which  we 
-may  only  conjecture,  attempts  neither. 


iv 

This  restrictive,  almost  styptic  trait  of  the  Shulhan  ‘Aruk 
was  noticed — and  criticized — by  contemporaries,  foremost 
among  whom  was  R.  Mordecai  Jaffe  (1530-1612),  disciple  of 
R.  Moses  Isserles  and  R.  Solomon  Luria  and  successor  of  R. 
Judah  Loewe,  the  famous  Maharal,  of  Prague.  It  is  worth 
re-telling  the  story  of  the  composition  of  his  major,  multi- 
volume work,  known  as  the  Lebush,  inasmuch  as  it  zeroes  in 
on  the  radical  functionality  of  the  Shulhan  ‘Aruk  and  also 
briefly  reviews  the  tense  dialectic  surrounding  codification 
which  we  discussed  above. 

R.  Mordecai  Jaffe,  a very  articulate,  sophisticated  writer 
who  was  well  acquainted  with  the  contemporary  scene,  de- 
scribes the  enthusiastic  reception  accorded  to  the  Bet  Yosef 
because  people  imagined  it  would  serve  as  a concise,  spirited 
compendium,  obviating  the  need  for  constant,  wearisome 
recourse  to  dozens  of  rabbinic  volumes  in  order  to  determine 
the  proper  Halachic  course.  He  shared  this  feeling  and 
heightened  anticipation,  but  enthusiasm  gave  way  to  dis- 
illusionment as  he  realized  that  the  Bet  Yosef  was  anything 
but  concise.  Inasmuch  as  a comprehensive  and  compact  com- 
pendium remained  an  urgent  desideratum,  he  began  a con- 
densation of  the  Bet  Yosef  that  would  serve  this  purpose. 
External  factors — an  edict  of  expulsion  by  the  Austrian 
emperor,  which  compelled  him  to  flee  Bohemia  and  settle  in 
Italy — interrupted  his  work.  In  Italy,  where  so  much  Hebrew 
printing  was  being  done,  he  heard  that  R.  Joseph  Karo  himself 
had  made  arrangements  to  print  an  abridgement.  Again  he 
desisted,  for  he  could  not  presume  to  improve  upon  the 
original  author  who  would  unquestionably  produce  the  most 
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balanced,  incisive  abridgement  of  his  own  work.  R.  Jaffe 
adds  parenthetically — but  with  remarkable  candor — that  there 
was  a pragmatic  consideration  as  well:  even  if  he  persisted 
and  completed  his  work,  he  could  not  hope  to  compete 
publicly  with  such  a prestigious  master  as  R.  Joseph  Karo — 
and  to  do  it  just  for  personal  consumption,  to  satisfy  his  own 
needs,  would  be  extravagant. 

However,  upon  preliminary  examination  of  the  Shulhan 
‘Aruk — in  Venice — he  noted  two  serious  deficiencies.  First, 
it  was  too  short  and  astringent,  having  no  reasons  or  explana- 
tions— “like  a sealed  book,  a dream  which  had  no  interpre- 
tation or  meaning.”  He  describes  it  as  “a  table  well  prepared 
with  all  kinds  of  refreshments,  but  the  dishes  are  tasteless, 
lacking  the  salt  of  reasoning  which  makes  the  broth  boil 
and  warms  the  individual” — i.e.,  lacking  a minimum  of 
explanatory  and  exhortatory  material  to  embellish  and  spiritu- 
alize the  bald  Halachic  directives.  Second,  it  was  almost  ex- 
clusively Maimonidean,  or  Sephardic,  and  Ashkenazic  com- 
munities could  not,  therefore,  be  guided  by  it — an  argument 
that  had  been  tellingly  and  uncompromisingly  put  forward  by 
both  his  teachers  (Isserles  and  Luria).  Again  he  started  work 
on  a new  composition  which  would  fill  the  gap,  and  again 
he  abandoned  his  plans  in  deference  to  R.  Moses  Isserles  who 
was  reported  to  have  undertaken  this  task.  When  the  full 
Shulhan  ‘Aruk  appeared — the  text  of  R.  Joseph  Karo  and  the 
glosses  of  R.  Moses  Isserles — he  quickly  realized  that  only 
the  second  deficiency  had  been  remedied,  that  Ashkenazic 
Halachah  had  found  a worthy  and  zealous  spokesman,  but 
the  first  deficiency  remained — and  this  was  glaring.  Some 
measure  of  explanation  was  as  indispensable  for  law  as  salt 
was  for  food.  So,  for  the  third  time,  he  turned  to  producing 
a code  which  would  a)  strive  for  a golden  mean  between 
inordinate  length  (the  Bet  Yosef)  and  excessive  brevity  (the 
Shulhan  ‘Aruk);  and  b)  would  explain,  motivate,  and  spiritu- 
alize the  law,  often  with  the  help  of  new  Kabbalistic  doctrines. 

In  effect,  R.  Mordecai  Jaffe — whose  code  was  a potential 
but  short-lived  rival  to  the  Shulhan  ‘Aruk — addressed,  himself 
to  the  problem  which  great  Halachists,  ethicists,  philosophers 
and  mystics  have  constantly  confronted:  how  to  maintain 
a rigid,  punctilious  observance  of  the  law  and  concomitantly 
avoid  externalization  and  routinization.  On  one  hand,  we 
hear  the  echoes  of  Maimonides,  R.  Eleazar  ha-Rokeah  of 
Worms,  and  R.  Menahem  b.  Zerah  (author  of  the  Zedah  la- 
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Derek),  who  attempt  to  combine  laws  with  their  reasons  and 
rationale,  as  well  as  R.  Bahya  ibn  Pakuda,  R.  Jonah  Gerondi, 
and  R.  Isaac  Abuhab,  to  mention  just  a few  of  his  predecessors. 
On  the  other  hand,  this  tone  continues  to  reverberate  in  the 
Shulhan  ‘Aruk  of  R.  Shneur  Zalman  of  Ladi,  as  well  as  in  the 
writings  of  R.  Isaiah  Hurwitz  and  R.  Moses  Hayyim  Luzzatto, 
to  mention  just  a few  of  his  successors.  The  common  denomi- 
nator here  is  the  concern  that  the  Halachic  enterprise  always 
be  rooted  in  and  related  to  spirituality,  to  knowledge  of  God 
obtained  through  study  and  experience.  All  difficulties  not- 
withstanding, it  was  generally  felt  that  even  when  dealing 
with  the  corpus  of  practical,  clearly  definable  law,  an  attempt 
should  be  made  to  express  the — perhaps  incommunicable — 
values  and  aspirations  of  religious  experience  and  spiritual 
existence. 


V 

However,  when  all  is  said,  it  would  be  incorrect  and  in- 
sensitive to  assert  unqualifiedly  that  the  Shulhan  ‘Aruk,  that 
embodiment  of  Halachah  which  Jewish  history  has  proclaimed 
supreme,  is  a spiritless,  formalistic,  even  timid  work.  Its 
opening  sentence,  especially  as  elaborated  by  R.  Moses  Isserles, 
acts  as  the  nerve  center  of  the  entire  Halachic  system  and  the 
fountain  of  its  strength. 

A man  should  make  himself  strong  and  brave  as  a lion38  to 
rise  in  the  morning  for  the  service  of  his  Creator,  so  that  he 
should  “awake  the  dawn”  (Psalms  57:9)  37  . . . 

“I  have  set  the  Lord  always  before  me”  (Psalms  16:8). 
This  is  a cardinal  principle  in  the  Torah  and  in  the  perfect 
(noble)  ways  of  the  righteous  who  walk  before  God.  For  38 
man  does  not  sit,  move,  and  occupy  himself  when  he  is  alone 
in  his  house,  as  he  sits,  moves,  and  occupies  himself  when  he 
is  in  the  presence  of  a great  king;  nor  does  he  speak  and  rejoice 
while  he  is  with  his  family  and  relatives  as  he  speaks  in  the 
king’s  council.  How  much  more  so  when  man  takes  to  heart 
that  the  Great  King,  the  Holy  One,  blessed  be  He,  whose 
“glory  fills  the  whole  earth”  (Isaiah  6:3),  is  always  standing 
by  him  and  observing  all  his  doings,  as  it  is  said  in  Scripture: 
“Can  a man  hide  himself  in  secret  places  that  I shall  not  see 
him?”  (Jeremiah  23:24).  Cognizant  of  this,  he  will  immedi- 
ately achieve  reverence  and  humility,  fear  and  shame  before 
the  Lord,  blessed  be  He,  at  all  times. 
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Law  is  dry  and  its  details  are  burdensome  only  if  its  observ- 
ance lacks  vital  commitment,  but  if  all  actions  of  a person 
are  infused  with  the  radical  awareness  that  he  is  acting  in  the 
presence  of  God,  then  every  detail  becomes  meaningful  and 
relevant.  Such  an  awareness  rules  out  routine,  mechanical 
actions;  everything  must  be  conscious  and  purposive  in  a 
God-oriented  universe,  where  every  step  of  man  is  directed 
towards  God.  Halachah,  like  nature,  abhors  a vacuum;  it 
recognizes  no  twilight  zone  of  neutrality  or  futility.88  It  is 
all-inclusive.  Consequently,  every  action — even  tying  one’s 
shoes40 — can  be  and  is  invested  with  symbolic  meaning. 
Nothing  is  accidental,  behavioral,  purely  biological.  Even 
unavoidable  routine  is  made  less  perfunctory.  The  opening 
paragraph  of  the  Shulhan  ‘Aruk  is  thus  a clear  and  resounding 
declaration  concerning  the  workings  and  the  searchings  of 
the  spirit.  Its  tone  should  reverberate  throughout  all  the  sub- 
sequent laws  and  regulations.  It  provides — as  does  also  para- 
graph 231,  which  urges  man  to  see  to  it  that  all  his  deeds  be 
“for  the  sake  of  heaven” — an  implicit  rationale  for  the  entire 
Halachah,  but  it  is  a rationale  that  must  be  kept  alive  by  the 
individual.  It  cannot  be  passively  taken  for  granted;  it  must 
be  passionately  pursued. 

What  I am  saying,  in  other  words,  is  that  to  a certain  extent 
the  Shulhan  ‘Aruk  and  Halachah  are  coterminous  and  that 
the  “problem”  of  the  Shulhan  ‘Aruk  is  precisely  the  “problem” 
of  Halachah  as  a whole.  Halachah  itself  is  a tense,  vibrant, 
dialectical  system  which  regularly  insists  upon  normativeness 
in  action  and  inwardness  in  feeling  and  thought.41  It  undertook 
to  give  concrete  and  continuous  expression  to  theological 
ideals,  ethical  norms,  ecstatic  moods,  and  historical  concepts 
but  never  superseded  or  eliminated  these  ideals  and  concepts. 
Halachah  itself  is,  therefore,  a coincidence  of  opposites: 
prophecy  and  law,  charisma  and  institution,  mood  and 
medium,  image  and  reality,  the  thought  of  eternity  and  the 
life  of  temporality.  Halachah  itself,  therefore,  in  its  own 
behalf,  demands  the  coordination  of  inner  meaning  and 
external  observance — and  it  is  most  difficult  to  comply  with 
such  a demand  and  sustain  such  a delicate,  highly  sensitized 
synthesis.42 

There  can  be  no  doubt  that  R.  Joseph  Karo,  the  arch  mystic 
passionately  yearning  for  ever  greater  spiritual  heights,  could 
not  have  intended  to  create  a new  concept  of  orthopraxis, 
of  punctilious  observance  of  the  law  divorced,  as  it  were, 
from  all  spiritual  tension.  While  this  may  indeed  have  been  one 
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of  the  unintended  repercussions  of  the  Shulhan  ‘Aruk — while 
it  may  unknowingly  have  contributed  to  the  notion,  main- 
tained by  a strange  assortment  of  people,  that  Judaism  is  all 
deed  and  no  creed,  all  letter  and  no  spirit — its  author  would 
certainly  discountenance  such  an  interpretation  and  dissociate 
himself  from  it.  If  the  Shulhan  ‘ Aruk  only  charts  a specific 
way  of  life  but  does  not  impart  a specific  version  or  vision 
of  meta-Halachah,  it  is  because  the  latter  is  to  be  supplied 
and  experienced  independently.43  The  valiant  attempt  of  so 
many  scholars  to  compress  the  incompressible,  imponderable 
values  of  religious  experience  into  cold  words  and  neat  for- 
mulae, alongside  of  generally  lucid  Halachic  prescriptions, 
did  not  elicit  the  support  of  R.  Joseph  Karo.  Halachah  could 
be  integrated  with  and  invigorated  by  disparate,  mutually 
exclusive  systems,  operating  with  different  motives  and  as- 
pirations, as  long  as  these  agreed  on  the  means  and  directives. 
I would  suggest  that  R.  Mordecai  Jaffe’s  parenthetical  apology 
for  his  expansive-interpretive  approach  to  Halachah — that 
every  person  spices  his  food  differently,  that  every  wise  person 
will  find  a different  reason  or  taste  in  the  law,  and  this  reason 
should  not  be  codified  or  legislated — may  well  be  what 
prompted  R.  Joseph  Karo,  generally  reticent  about  spiritual 
matters,  to  limit  his  attention  to  the  concrete  particularization 
of  Halachah.  This  could  be  presented  with  a good  measure  of 
certitude  and  finality,  but  its  spiritual  coordinates  required 
special  and  separate,  if  complementary,  treatment.44 

As  a personal  postcript,  or  “concluding  unscientific  post- 
script,” I would  like  to  suggest  that,  if  the  Psalmist’s  awareness 
of  “I  have  set  God  before  me  continually”  (Psalms  16:8) — the 
motto  of  the  Shulhan  ‘Aruk — is  one  of  the  standards  of 
saintliness,45  then  all  “Shulhan  ‘Aruk  Jews,”  all  who  abide  by 
its  regulations  while  penetrating  to  its  essence  and  its  real 
motive  powers,  should  be  men  who  strive  for  saintliness.  But 
strive  they  must,  zealously,  imaginatively,  and  with  unrelenting 
commitment.48 


Notes 


1.  Mekilta  on  Exodus  21:1,  ed.  J.  Z.  Lauterbach  (Philadelphia,  1935), 
v.  Ill,  p.  1:  “ ‘And  these  are  the  ordinances  which  thou  shalt  set  before 
them.’  Arrange  them  in  proper  order  before  them  like  a set  table 
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( shulhan  'aruk)."  See  Rashi  on  this  verse,  who  adds,  “like  a table  set 
before  a person  with  everything  ready  for  eating.”  Attention  should  be 
paid  to  the  identical  use  of  this  phrase  in  the  thirteenth  century  by  R. 
Menahem  ha-Me’iri  to  describe  his  Talmudic  opus;  see  introduction  to 
Bet  ha-Behirah  on  Berakot  (Jerusalem,  1960),  p.  31.  Also,  R.  Solomon 
ibn  Adret  uses  this  metaphor  in  verbal  form  in  the  introduction  to  his 
Torat  ha-Bayit. 

Leo  Baeck,  This  People  Israel  (Philadelphia,  1965),  p.  301,  suggests 
another  association:  “When  Joseph  Karo  chose  his  title,  he  almost 
certainly  had  in  mind  that  psalm  which  begins,  ‘He  Who  is  my  shepherd; 
I shall  not  want’  and  continues,  ‘Thou  preparest  a table  before  me  in 
the  presence  of  mine  enemies’  ( Psalms  23).” 

2.  Contemporaries  would  sometimes  criticize  the  Shulhan  'Aruk,  even 
stridently,  but  it  was  left  for  modern,  post-Enlightenment  writers  to 
vilify  it.  See,  for  example,  the  references  in  L.  Greenwald,  R.  Joseph 
Karo  u-Zemano  (New  York,  1954),  pp.  174-176;  B.  Cohen,  Law  and 
Tradition  in  Judaism  (New  York,  1959),  pp.  66-68;  R.  J.  Z.  Werblowsky, 
Joseph  Karo  (Oxford,  1962),  p.  7;  Jewish  Encyclopedia,  III,  p.  588. 

Actually,  there  is  no  need  even  for  devotees  of  the  Shulhan  ‘Aruk  to 
indulge  in  meta-historical  panegyrics,  for  supernatural  phenomena  carry 
no  weight  in  Halachic  matters.  The  Shulhan  ‘Aruk  is  not  a revealed 
canon,  nor  is  it  a hypostasis  of  the  Law.  In  the  long,  creative  history 
of  the  Oral  Law,  it  is  one  major  link  connecting  R.  Hai  Gaon,  Mai- 
monides,  Nahmanides  and  R.  Solomon  ibn  Adret  with  R.  Elijah  Gaon 
of  Vilna,  R.  Akiba  Eiger,  and  R.  Yosef  Rosen.  It  is  a significant  work 
which,  for  a variety  of  reasons,  became  a repository  and  stimulus,  a 
treasure  and  inspiration  for  Halachah,  both  practice  and  study. 

3.  What  follows  is  based  essentially  on  the  authors’  own,  often  auto- 
biographical narratives:  R.  Joseph  Karo’s  introductions  to  the  Bet  Yosef 
and  R.  Moses  Isserles’  introduction  to  the  Darke  Mosheh,  which  can 
conveniently  be  found  in  the  Jerusalem,  1958  reprint  of  the  Turim.  I 
have  interpolated  historical  or  other  explanatory  comments,  but  have 
not  seen  fit  to  burden  the  reader  with  cumbersome  references.  I wanted 
simply  to  recount  their  tale. 

4.  He  came  to  Palestine  and  settled  in  Safed  in  the  year  1536.  See 
Professor  Z.  Dimitovsky  in  Sefunot,  VII,  p.  62,  n.  137. 

5.  The  verse  is  Isaiah  29:14  and  is  quoted  in  similar  context  by 
Maimonides,  introduction  to  the  Mishneh  Torah.  The  correlation  of 
political  adversity  and  intellectual  decline  becomes  a constant  theme 
and  appears  almost  as  a stereotype  justification  for  Halachic  abridge- 
ments or  codifications.  Difficult  times  necessitate  the  composition  of 
books  which  would  facilitate  the  study  and  perpetuate  the  practice  of 
Halachah.  Note,  for  example,  the  introduction  to  the  Turim.  See  my 
Rabad  of  Posquiires  (Cambridge,  1962),  pp.  133-134,  n.  9. 

6.  This  reflects  the  widespread  attitude  of  humility,  even  self-efface- 
ment, expressed  in  the  Talmudic  dictum:  “If  those  before  us  were  sons 
of  angels,  we  are  sons  of  men,  and  if  those  before  us  were  sons  of  men, 
we  are  like  asses”  (Shabbat,  122b;  Yoma,  9b).  It  is  typical  of  the  deep- 
rooted  veneration  traditionally  displayed  by  later  scholars  to  early 
masters.  However,  it  did  not,  as  we  shall  see,  restrict  independence  of 
mind  or  stifle  creative  innovation.  Fidelity  and  freedom  were  felicitously 
combined. 

7.  Why  this  small  work,  written  by  R.  Jacob  Landau  at  the  end  of 
the  fifteenth  century,  is  singled  out  for  special  criticism  is  not  clear.  The 
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reason  may  be  that  it  was  simply  one  of  the  most  recent  representatives 
of  this  genre.  Or  was  R.  Joseph  Karo  provoked  by  the  author’s 
declaration  that  he  produced  this  compendium  in  order  to  satisfy  the 
minimal  needs  of  Halachic  study  in  the  most  economical  way  so  as  to 
provide  ample  time  for  philosophic  study7 

8.  He  thus  incorporated  his  first  name  into  the  title — again,  pretty 
much  standard  literary  procedure.  There  is,  however,  an  added  homi- 
letical  explanation:  just  as  the  house  of  Joseph  in  Egypt  supplied  bodily 
nourishment,  so  this  book  will  supply  spiritual  nourishment. 

9.  Actually,  the  Mishneh  Torah,  with  its  theoretical  approach,  which 
included  all  laws  and  concepts,  even  those  temporarily  devoid  of  prac- 
tical value,  would  not  have  been  consonant  with  R.  Joseph  Karo’s 
practical  orientation,  while  the  Turim,  with  its  limited  scope,  did  coincide 
with  the  latter  goal.  Another  reason  for  selecting  the  Turim  could  have 
been  the  fact  that  the  Turim  was  the  most  popular  textbook  at  the  time. 

10.  This  foreshadows  his  later  work,  the  Kesef  Mishneh,  in  which  he 
reveals  himself  as  an  astute,  sympathetic  and  resourceful  student  of  the 
Mishneh  Torah. 

11.  Later  commentators — e.g.,  the  authors  of  the  Sefer  Me’irat 
‘Enayim  and  the  Bayit  Hadash — felt  that  R.  Joseph  Karo’s  ultimate 
codificatory  aim  vitiated  his  commentatorial  one  and  that  the  former 
prevailed  at  the  expense  of  the  latter.  Their  own  works,  which  were 
intended  exclusively  as  faithful  text  commentaries,  were  thus  urgent 
desiderata.  Contemporaries  such  as  R.  Solomon  Luria  ( Yam  shel 
Shelomoh,  Hullin,  introduction)  note  the  extraordinarily  wide  biblio- 
graphic coverage  and  unusual  erudition  of  the  Bet  Yosef. 

12.  His  striving  for  a powerful,  central  authority  is  unmistakable 
(and,  incidentally,  something  he  shared  with  his  Sephardic  teachers  and 
colleagues — e.g.,  the  great  R.  Jacob  Berab).  This  aspiration  is  quite 
prominent  also  in  the  Maggid  Mesharim,  a revealing  and  intriguing  diary 
of  instructions  and  messages  received  from  his  angelic  mentor.  Analysis 
of  this  work  is  the  main  concern  of  Professor  Werblowsky’s  study.  Profes- 
sor Dimitrovsky’s  article  in  Sefunot,  VII  provides  much  background 
information;  it  is  important  and  suggestive. 

13.  The  following  passage  from  Benjamin  Cardozo,  The  Nature  of 
the  Judicial  Process  (New  Haven,  1921),  p.  10,  comes  to  mind: 

What  is  it  that  I do  when  I decide  a case?  To  what  sources  of  in- 
formation do  I appeal  for  guidance?  In  what  proportions  do  I per- 
mit them  to  contribute  to  the  result?  ...  If  a precedent  is  ap- 
plicable, when  do  I refuse  to  follow  it?  If  no  precedent  is  applicable, 
how  do  I reach  the  rule  that  will  make  a precedent  for  the  future? 
If  I am  seeking  logical  consistency,  the  symmetry  of  the  legal  struc- 
ture, how  far  shall  I seek  it?  At  what  point  shall  the  quest  be  halted 
by  some  discrepant  custom,  by  some  consideration  of  the  social  wel- 
fare, by  my  own  or  the  common  standards  of  justice  and  morals? 

The  most  forceful  contemporary  exponent  of  this  approach  was  R. 
Solomon  Luria,  as  exemplified  in  his  Yam  shel  Shelomoh.  He  was  pre- 
ceded in  this  by  R.  Isaiah  of  Trani.  See,  generally,  my  Rabad  of  Pos- 
quieres,  pp.  216-219. 

14.  This  distinguished  triumvirate  was  already  recognized  as  authori- 
tative before  the  time  of  R.  Joseph  Karo,  as  he  himself  implies.  Explicit 
confirmation  is  found  in  the  Responsa  of  R.  David  b.  Zimra  (Radbaz), 
v.  IV,  n.  626.  R.  Moses  Isserles  (introduction  to  Shulhan  ‘Aruk)  and 


340 


THE  JEWISH  EXPRESSION 


R.  Joshua  Falk  (introduction  to  Sefer  Me’irat  'Enayim)  suggest  that  the 
Sephardic  view  would  automatically  prevail  inasmuch  as  Alfasi  and 
Maimonides  would  always  coalesce  to  determine  the  majority  view.  The 
truth  is  that  R.  Asher  b.  Yehiel  was  not  fully  representative  of  the 
Tosafistic  school  of  France  and  Germany  and  was  at  a very  early  date 
accepted  in  Spain,  to  the  exclusion  of  other  Tosafists.  This  was  noted  in 
the  introduction  to  the  commentary  Ma'adane  Yom  Tob  and  also  in  an 
anonymous  responsum  in  R.  Joseph  Karo’s  Abkat  Rokel,  n.  18,  which 
refers  to  R.  Asher  as  a “Spanish  rabbi.”  See  the  literary  study  by  Josd 
Faur  in  the  Proceedings  of  the  American  Academy  for  Jewish  Research. 
XXIII  (1965). 

15.  See  his  Responsa,  nn.  45,  95,  109,  and  others. 

16.  The  reference  is  probably  to  the  Guide  for  the  Perplexed,  I,  34 
(tr.  S.  Pines  [Chicago,  1963],  p.  73):  “For  man  has  in  his  nature  a 
desire  to  seek  the  ends;  and  he  often  finds  preliminaries  tedious  and 
refuses  to  engage  in  them.” 

17.  In  formulating  this  principle,  R.  Moses  Isserles  relies— with  good 
effect— upon  the  authority  of  R.  Isaac  Alfasi.  See  Darke  Mosheh,  intro- 
duction, and  Yoreh  De'ah,  35:13.  An  anonymous  contemporary,  writing 
against  R.  Joseph  Karo,  advances  the  same  position;  Abkat  Rokel,  n.  18. 
Note  R.  Joseph  Karo’s  important  discussion  in  Kesef  Mishneh,  Hilkot 
Mamrim,  11:1. 

18.  It  is  noteworthy  that  R.  Hayyim  b.  Bezalel,  a former  classmate  and 
colleague  of  R.  Moses  Isserles,  took  him  to  task  for  not  going  far  enough 
in  his  vindication  of  local  custom.  The  Wikkuah  Mayyim  Hayyim  is 
built  on  this  premise.  This  work  is  significant  also  in  that  it  opts  for 
still  another  possibility  of  juridical  methodology.  The  author’s  conten- 
tion is  that  a code  should  simply  review  all  the  different  opinions  and 
arrange  them  systematically  but  leave  the  final  determination  to  the 
specific  rabbinic  authority  that  is  responsible  for  a given  decision.  He 
protests  forcefully  against  “levelling”  books  which  tend  to  obliterate 
the  distinctions  between  scholar  and  layman  and  implicitly  undermine 
the  authority  of  the  scholar.  A code  should  be  an  auxiliary  manual  for 
the  judge  and  scholar,  not  an  explicit,  monolithic  work. 

19.  See  n.  13.  R.  Solomon  Luria  also  displayes  an  anti-Spanish,  espe- 
cially anti-Maimonidean,  animus  or  polemicism,  which  is  not  found  in 
R.  Moses  Isserles. 

20.  Exodus  13:19,  with  a play  on  the  word  “bones”  (‘azmot),  which 
may  be  interpreted  as  essence  (‘ azmut ). 

21.  See  Berakot,  38b.  It  is  interesting  that  Maimonides  also  intended 
his  Mishneh  Torah  to  be  used  by  “great  and  small,”  learned  and  simple, 

22.  See  Rabad  of  Posquiires,  p.  113,  and  pp.  96-97. 

23.  A helpful  review  of  these  attitudes  can  be  found  in  H.  Tcherno- 
vitz,  Toledo!  ha-Poskim,  v.  III.  The  rationale  of  this  position  is 
eloquently  stated  by  the  Maharal  of  Prague  in  Netibot  ‘Olam,  Netib 
ha-Torah,  ch.  15.  I say  “unqualified  exception”  because  the  fact  is  that 
R.  Moses  Isserles  contribution  to  the  Shulhan  ‘Aruk  is  significantly  more 
expansive  than  that  of  R.  Joseph  Karo.  ' 

24.  See,  e.g.,  Orah  Hayyim,  619;  Yoreh  De'ah,  381,  386. 

25.  See  his  Responsa,  nn.  35,  131. 

26.  The  imagery  is  provided  by  R.  Moses  Isserles  himself.  The  “table” 
was  bare  and  uninviting  without  his  “tablecloth.” 

„ 27\  See,  B-  Cardozo,  The  Nature  of  the  Judicial  Process,  p.  18: 
“Justinian’s  prohibition  of  any  commentary  on  the  product  of  his 
codifiers  is  remembered  only  for  its  futility.” 
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28.  This  important  vertical  perspective  is  usually  left  out  of  the 
picture.  See  e.g.,  R.  Werblowsky,  Joseph  Karo,  pp.  7,  95,  167.  There  can 
be  little  doubt  that  R.  Joseph  Karo  was  preoccupied  with  eschatological 
hopes  and  that  he  saw  the  catastrophic  nature  of  his  period  as  having 
messianic  significance.  This  is  attested,  inter  alia,  in  the  introduction  to 
Sefer  Haredim. 

It  would  indeed  be  strange  if  the  mood  of  that  generation — physically 
uprooted,  emotionally  shattered,  but  spiritually  exuberant — did  not  leave 
an  imprint  on  the  Shulhan  ‘Aruk.  Note  in  this  connection  the  author’s 
novel  emphasis  upon  the  desirability  of  unflagging  awareness  of  the 
state  of  exile,  dispersion  and  destruction.  After  reproducing  ( Orah 
Hayyim  1:2)  the  statement  of  the  Turim  concerning  nocturnal  prayer 
dealing  with  the  destruction  and  the  dispersion,  R.  Joseph  Karo  adds  in 
a separate  entry  that  “it  is  proper  for  every  God-fearing  person  to 
grieve  and  worry  about  the  destruction  of  the  Holy  Temple.”  This  is  a 
cardinal  principle,  part  of  one’s  consciousness — over  and  beyond  any 
concrete  expression. 

29.  The  fact  is  that  R.  Moses  Isserles’  strictures  are  very  radical,  but 
low-keyed  and  disarmingly  calm.  They  are  free  of  the  stridency  and 
impetuosity  which  punctuate  the  glosses  of  R.  Abraham  b.  David  on 
the  Mishneh  Torah,  but  are  nevertheless  uncompromising  in  their  criti- 
cism. While  they  contain  explanations,  amplifications  and  supplements, 
most  were  designed  simply  to  supersede  R.  Joseph  Karo’s  conclusions. 
It  is  only  the  harmonious  literary  form  that  avoided  an  overt  struggle 
for  Halachic  hegemony  such  as  occurred  in  other  periods — for  example, 
in  the  13th  century  when  Spanish  students  of  the  great  Nahmanides 
attempted  to  impose  their  customs  and  interpretations  on  Provence. 
There  was  no  dilution  of  diversity  in  this  case,  either,  but  there  was  at 
least  a formal  fusion  of  Ashkenazi  and  Sephardi  Halachah  in  one  work. 
Sephardim  continued  to  rely  on  R.  Joseph  Karo,  pointing  to  the  verse, 
“Go  unto  Joseph;  what  he  saith  to  you,  do”  (Genesis  41:55);  Ash- 
kenazim continued  to  rely  on  R.  Moses  Isserles,  adapting  the  verse,  “For 
the  children  of  Israel  go  out  with  upraised  hands”  ( beyad  ramah — 
and  “Ramah”  was  the  acrostic  for  R.  Moses  Isserles). 

30.  W.  K.  Wimsatt  and  M.  C.  Beardsley,  “The  Intentional  Fallacy,” 
Sewanee  Review,  LIV  (1946),  468. 

31.  Hilkot  Melakim,  XI:  1.  See  Rabbi  J.  B.  Soloveitchik,  “Ish  ha- 
Halakah,”  Talpiyot,  1944,  pp.  668ff. 

32.  This  is,  of  course,  a codificatory  utopia,  never  achieved.  First,  all 
the  author’s  protestations  notwithstanding,  the  Shulhan  ‘Aruk  is  not  a 
mechanical,  scissors-and-paste  compilation.  For  all  his  veneration  and 
authority  and  his  a priori  declaration  of  subservience  to  the  three  great 
medieval  codifiers,  the  author  writes  selectively  and  discriminatingly. 
Already  his  contemporary,  R.  Hayyim  b.  Bezalel,  observed  (in  the 
Wikkuah  Mayyim  Hayyim)  that  Karo  did  not  really  follow  the  standards 
he  outlined  theoretically.  Similarly,  R.  Moses  Isserles  in  the  introduction 
to  the  Darke  Mosheh  called  attention  to  inconsistencies  and  discrepancies 
between  the  statement  of  intention  and  actual  performance.  There  are 
many  examples  which  show  how  subtly  but  steadily  the  author  of  the 
Shulhan  ‘Aruk  modified  positions  and  expressed  his  own  judgment.  This 
is  often  indicated  by  the  deletion  of  a phrase  or  addition  of  a word  in 
what  is  otherwise  a verbatim  reproduction  of  a source.  Note  Yoreh  De'ah 
246:4,  which  is  almost  an  exact  quotation  of  Maimonides,  Hilkot 
Talmud  Torah,  1:11,  12.  The  author  has,  however,  expunged  the  sentence 
which  makes  philosophy  ( pardes ) an  integral,  even  paramount  com- 
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ponent  of  the  Oral  Tradition,  for  this  statement  obviously  caused  him 
more  than  a twinge  of  discomfiture.  R.  Moses  Isserles  reinserts  this 
reference  less  conspicuously  and  more  restrainedly  toward  the  end  of 
his  gloss.  The  author’s  censure  of  the  writings  of  Immanuel  of  Rome 
( Orah  Hayyim,  307:16)  is  an  example  of  a novel,  emphatic  addition. 

Second,  all  the  author’s  statements  about  certitude,  finality,  and  uni- 
lateral fonnulations  notwithstanding,  there  are  many  paragraphs  which 
cite  multiple  views.  Sometimes  reference  is  even  made  to  the  author- 
ship of  these  divergent  views.  See,  e.g.,  Orah  Hayyim,  18:1;  32:9;  422:2 
and  many  others.  This  area  of  indecision  is  one  of  the  major  concerns 
of  the  19th-century  work,  ’Aruk  ha-Shulhan  by  Rabbi  Y.  M.  Epstein, 
and  such  earlier  works  as  Halacha  Aharonah  we-Kuntros  ha-Re’ayot. 

Third,  there  is  a sparse  amount  of  interpretive  and  exegetical  material. 
See,  e.g.,  Orah  Hayyim,  6:1,  which  contains  the  explanation  of  a liturgical 
text.  Note  also  11:15,  14:1,  14:3,  15:4,  17:1  and  many  others  where  rea- 
sons are  briefly  adduced  or  the  Halachic  process  is  traced.  What  is  more, 
even  the  self-sufficiency  of  the  work  is  weakened  when,  for  example,  the 
author  says  (Orah  Hayyim,  597),  “this  is  explained  well  in  the  Tur  in 
this  section.” 

33.  One  striking  illustration  is  provided  by  the  prologue  of  the  Turim 
to  the  Hoshen  Mishpat,  where  the  instrumental  role  of  positive  law  is 
expounded.  The  point  of  departure  is  the  apparent  contradiction  between 
two  statements  in  the  first  chapter  of  Pirke  Abot.  One  reads:  “Upon 
three  things  the  world  stands,  upon  Torah,  upon  divine  service,  and 
upon  acts  of  lovingkindness.”  The  other  reads:  “By  three  things  is  the 
world  sustained,  by  justice,  truth,  and  peace.”  These  are  means;  the 
others  are  ends.  The  author  of  the  Shulhan  'Aruk  omits  all  preambles 
and  plunges  directly  into  the  legal-institutional  details.  Compare  the  two 
also  at  Orah  Hayyim,  61,  125,  242  (introduction  to  the  laws  of  Sabbath) 
and  others.  At  Yoreh  De’ah,  335  (visitation  of  the  sick),  the  Turim 
starts  unhurriedly  with  a midrashic  motif  used  by  Nahmanides  at  the 
beginning  of  his  code  Torat  ha- Adam,  while  the  Shulhan  'Aruk  plunges 
medias  in  res.  It  has  no  time — or  need — for  adornment. 

34.  In  my  article  “Some  Non-Halakic  Aspects  of  the  Mishneh  Torah,” 
which  is  scheduled  to  appear  soon  in  Medieval  and  Renaissance  Studies, 
ed.  A.  Altman  (Cambridge,  1967). 

35.  J.  W.  Jones,  The  Law  and  Legal  Theory  of  the  Greeks,  p.  8. 
R.  Moses  Isserles  fleshed  out  a good  number  of  the  lean  formulations  in 
the  Shulhan  'Aruk,  introducing  many  Kabbalistic  motifs  and  explana- 
tions. See,  for  example,  Orah  Hayyim,  426  (on  New  Moon),  583  (on 
Hoshanah  Rabbah),  664  (on  kapparot),  and  others.  See  also  290,  in 
comparison  with  the  Turim.  He  is  thus  much  less  reserved  and  less  reti- 
cent than  his  Sephardic  counterpart. 

36.  See  Pirke  Abot,  V:23. 

37.  This  verse,  meaning  that  man  “awakens  the  dawn  and  not  that 
the  dawn  awakens  man,”  is  elaborated  in  the  Palestinian  Talmud, 
Berakot,  ch.  1 and  is  cited  by  the  Turim. 

38.  What  follows  is  part  quotation,  part  paraphrase  from  the  Guide 
for  the  Perplexed,  III,  52.  Maimonides  refers  in  this  context  to  the  Tal- 
mudic saying  in  Kiddushin,  31a  forbidding  a person  to  “walk  about 
proudly,  with  erect  stature,”  because  of  the  verse,  “the  whole  earth  is 
full  of  His  glory.”  He  concludes:  “This  purpose  to  which  I have  drawn 
your  attention  is  the  purpose  of  all  the  actions  prescribed  by  the  Law.” 

39.  See  Maimonides’  definition  of  futile  action  in  Guide  for  the  Per- 
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plexed  m,  25:  “A  futile  action  is  that  action  by  which  no  end  is  aimed  at 
at  all,  as  when  some  people  play  with  their  hands  while  thinking  and 
like  the  actions  of  the  negligent  and  the  inattentive.” 

40.  Orah  Hayyim,  2:4. 

41.  See  the  brief  discussion  of  this  in  my  article  in  Tradition,  V 
(1963),  pp.  144-45.  For  a clear,,  almost  unnoticed  example  of  this  corre- 
lation, see  Yoreh  De'ah,  335:4  where  it  is  stated  that  the  external  action 
of  visiting  a sick  person  without  the  concomitant  feeling  of  compassion 
and  inward  action  of  prayer  for  his  recovery  does  not  constitute  the  ful- 
fillment of  a mizvah. 

42.  See  in  this  connection  G.  Van  der  Leeuw,  Religion  in  Essence  and 
Manifestation  (Harper,  1963),  II,  p.  45911.;  Joachim  Wach,  Sociology  of 
Religion  (Chicago,  1944),  p.  17ff. 

43.  The  introduction  to  the  Shulhan  ‘Aruk  should  perhaps  be  re-ex- 
amined at  this  point.  After  stating  that  this  compendium  will  serve  the 
needs  of  the  veteran  scholar  and  the  uninitiated  student,  the  author  refers 
to  the  pleasures  which  the  maskilim,  the  wise  men,  will  derive  from  his 
work.  Maskilim  is  a common  epithet  for  Kabbalists,  for  mystics  profi- 
cient in  esoteric  lore.  “The  wise  will  shine  like  the  brightness  of  heaven 
when  they  shall  have  rest  from  their  travail  and  the  labor  of  their 
hands.”  Does  this  suggest  that  the  Shulhan  ‘Aruk  will  provide  a compass 
with  the  help  of  which  the  maskilim  will  be  able  to  chart  their  own 
course  in  the  lofty  spiritual  realms? 

It  should  also  be  noted  that  R.  Joseph  Karo  is  for  the  most  part  un- 
communicative about  his  inner  world,  his  spiritual  Anschauung,  and 
even  about  such  contemporary  issues  in  which  he  was  deeply  involved, 
as  the  attempted  re-institution  of  ordination  in  Safed.  I would  add  that 
even  in  the  Kesef  Mishnah  he  remains  remarkably  reticent  (see,  e.g., 
Hilkot  Talmud  Torah,  1:11,  12),  and  only  occasionally  is  a subdued 
comment  forthcoming  (e.g.,  Yesode  ha-Torah,  1:10;  Teshubah  111:7; 
X:6). 

The  introduction  to  the  Bet  Yosef  has  a single  laconic  reference  to 
the  Zohar.  R.  Moses  Isserles  is  more  expressive  in  this  respect;  see  n.  33. 

44.  See  the  balanced  remarks  of  Werblowsky,  pp.  290-92;  also  pp. 
146-47. 

45.  S.  Schechter,  Studies  in  Judaism  (New  York,  1958),  p.  147. 

46.  See  R.  Moses  Hayyim  Luzzatto,  Mesillat  Yesharim  (Philadelphia, 
1948),  pp.  3-4. 
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Preface  (to  the  English  Edition  of 
Leo  Strauss,  Spinoza's  Critique 
of  Religion) 

by  Leo  Strauss 


This  study  on  Spinoza’s  Theologico-political  Treatise  was 
written  during  the  years  1925-28  in  Germany.*  The  author 
was  a young  Jew  bom  and  raised  in  Germany  who  found  him- 
self in  the  grip  of  the  theologico-political  predicament. 

At  that  time  Germany  was  a liberal  democracy.  The  regime 
was  known  as  the  Weimar  Republic.  In  the  light  of  the  most 
authoritative  political  document  of  recent  Germany — Bis- 
marck’s Thoughts  and'  Recollections — the  option  for  Weimar 
reveals  itself  as  an  option  against  Bismarck.  In  the  eyes  of 
Bismarck  Weimar  stood  for  a leaning  to  the  West,  if  not  for 
the  inner  dependence  of  the  Germans  on  the  French  and 
above  all  on  the  English,  and  a corresponding  aversion  to 
everything  Russian.  But  Weimar  was  above  all  the  residence 
of  Goethe,  the  contemporary  of  the  collapse  of  the  Holy 
Roman  Empire  of  the  German  Nation,  and  of  the  victory  of 
the  French  Revolution  and  Napoleon — Goethe  whose  sym- 
pathetic understanding  was  open  to  both  antagonists  and  who 
identified  himself  in  his  thought  with  neither.  By  linking  itself 
to  Weimar  the  German  liberal  democracy  proclaimed  its 
moderate,  non-radical  character:  its  resolve  to  keep  a balance 
between  dedication  to  the  principles  of  1789  and  dedication 
to  the  highest  German  tradition. 

The  Weimar  Republic  was  weak.  It  had  a single  moment 
of  strength,  if  not  of  greatness:  its  strong  reaction  to  the 

* N.B.  Strauss’s  preface  here  (written  in  1962)  is  to  the  English  transla- 
tion of  his  own  book,  Die  Religionskritik  Spinozas  als  Grundlage  seiner 
Bibelwissenschaft  (written  in  1925-28).  Ed. 
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murder  of  the  Jewish  Minister  of  Foreign  Affairs,  Walther 
Rathenau,  in  1922.  On  the  whole  it  presented  the  sorry 
spectacle  of  justice  without  a sword  or  of  justice  unable  to 
use  the  sword.  The  election  of  Field-Marshal  von  Hindenburg 
to  the  presidency  of  the  German  Reich  in  1925  showed  every- 
one who  had  eyes  to  see  that  the  Weimar  Republic  had  only 
a short  time  to  live:  the  old  Germany  was  stronger — stronger 
jn  win — than  the  new  Germany.  What  was  still  lacking  then 
for  the  destruction  of  the  Weimar  Republic  was  the  opportune 
moment;  that  moment  was  to  come  within  a few  years.  The 
weakness  of  the  Weimar  Republic  made  certain  its  speedy 
destruction.  It  did  not  make  certain  the  victory  of  National 
Socialism.  The  victory  of  National  Socialism  became  necessary 
in  Germany  for  the  same  reason  that  the  victory  of  Com- 
munism had  become  necessary  in  Russia:  the  man  with  the 
strongest  will  or  single-mindedness,  the-  greatest  ruthlessness, 
daring,  and  power  over  his  following,  and  the  best  judgment 
about  the  strength  of  the  various  forces  in  the  immediately 
relevant  political  field  was  the  leader  of  the  revolution.1 

Half-Marxists  trace  the  weakness  of  the  Weimar  Republic 
to  the  power  of  monopoly  capitalism  and  the  economic  crisis 
of  1929,  but  there  were  other  liberal  democracies  which  were 
and  remained  strong  although  they  had  to  contend  with  the 
same  difficulties.  It  is  more  reasonable  to  refer  to  the  fact 
that  the  Weimar  Republic  had  come  into  being  through  the 
defeat  of  Germany  in  World  War  I,  although  this  answer 
merely  leads  to  the  further  question  of  why  Germany  had  not 
succeeded  in  becoming  a liberal  democracy  under  more 
auspicious  circumstances  (for  instance,  in  1848),  i.e.  why 
liberal  democracy  had  always  been  weak  in  Germany.  It  is 
true  that  the  Bismarckian  regime  as  managed  by  William  II 
had  already  become  discredited  prior  to  World  War  I and 
still  more  so  through  that  war  and  its  outcome;  correspond- 
ingly, liberal  democracy  had  become  ever  more  attractive; 
but  at  the  crucial  moment  the  victorious  liberal  democracies 
discredited  liberal  democracy  in  the  eyes  of  Germany  by  the 
betrayal  of  their  principles  through  the  Treaty  of  Versailles. 

It  is  safer  to  try  to  understand  the  low  in  the  light  of  the 
high  than  the  high  in  the  light  of  the  low.  In  doing  the  latter 
one  necessarily  distorts  the  high,  whereas  in  doing  the  former 
one  does  not  deprive  the  low  of  the  freedom  to  reveal  itself 
fully  as  what  it  is.  By  its  name  the  Weimar  Republic  refers 
one  back  to  the  greatest  epoch  of  German  thought  and  letters, 
to  the  epoch  extending  from  the  last  third  of  the  eighteenth 
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century  to  the  first  third  of  the  nineteenth.  No  one  can  say 
that  classical  Germany  spoke  clearly  and  distinctly  in  favor  of 
liberal  democracy.  This  is  true  despite  the  fact  that  classical 
Germany  had  been  initiated  by  Rousseau.  In  the  first  place 
Rousseau  was  the  first  modern  critic  of  the  fundamental  mod- 
ern project  (man’s  conquest  of  nature  for  the  sake  of  the 
relief  of  man’s  estate)  who  thereby  laid  the  foundation  for  the 
distinction,  so  fateful  for  German  thought,  between  civilization 
and  culture.  Above  all,  the  radicalization  and  deepening  of 
Rousseau’s  thought  by  classical  German  philosophy  culmi- 
nated in  Hegel’s  Philosophy  of  Right , the  legitimation  of  that 
kind  of  constitutional  monarchy  which  is  based  on  the 
recognition  of  the  rights  of  man,  and  in  which  government 
is  in  the  hands  of  highly  educated  civil  servants  appointed  by 
an  hereditary  king.  It  has  been  said,  not  without  reason,  that 
Hegel’s  rule  over  Germany  came  to  an  end  only  on  the  day 
Hitler  came  to  power.  But  Rousseau  prepared  not  only  the 
French  Revolution  and  classical  German  philosophy,  but  also 
that  extreme  reaction  to  the  French  Revolution  which  is  Ger- 
man romanticism.  To  speak  politically  and  crudely,  “the 
romantic  school  in  Germany  . . . was  nothing  other  than  the 
resurrection  of  medieval  poetry  as  it  had  manifested  itself  . . . 
in  art  and  in  life.”  2 The  longing  for  the  middle  ages  began  in 
Germany  at  the  very  moment  when  the  actual  middle  ages — 
the  Holy  Roman  Empire  ruled  by  a German — ended,  in  what 
was  then  thought  to  be  the  moment  of  Germany’s  deepest 
humiliation.  In  Germany,  and  only  there,  did  the  end  of  the 
middle  ages  coincide  with  the  beginning  of  the  longing  for  the 
middle  ages.  Compared  with  the  medieval  Reich  which  had 
lasted  for  almost  a millennium  until  1806,  Bismarck’s  Reich 
(to  say  nothing  of  Hegel’s  Prussia)  revealed  itself  as  a little 
Germany  not  only  in  size.  All  profound  German  longings — 
for  those  for  the  middle  ages  were  not  the  only  ones  nor 
even  the  most  profound — all  these  longings  for  the  origins  or, 
negatively  expressed,  all  German  dissatisfaction  with  moder- 
nity pointed  toward  a third  Reich,  for  Germany  was  to  be  the 
core  even  of  Nietzsche’s  Europe  ruling  the  planet.3 

The  weakness  of  liberal  democracy  in  Germany  explains 
why  the  situation  of  the  indigenous  Jews  was  more  precarious 
in  Germany  than  in  any  other  Western  country.  Liberal  de- 
mocracy had  originally  defined  itself  in  theologico-political 
treatises  as  the  opposite,  not  of  the  more  or  less  enlightened 
despotism  of  the  seventeenth  and  eighteenth  centuries,  but  of 
“the  kingdom  of  darkness,”  i.e.  of  medieval  society  According 


THE  JEWISH  EXPRESSION 


347 


to  liberal  democracy,  the  bond  of  society  is  universal  human 
morality,  whereas  religion  (positive  religion)  is  a private  affair. 
In  the  middle  ages  religion — i.e.  Catholic  Christianity — was 
the  bond  of  society.  The  action  most  characteristic  of  the 
middle  ages  is  the  Crusades;  it  may  be  said  to  have  culminated 
not  accidentally  in  the  murder  of  whole  Jewish  communities. 
The  German  Jews  owed  their  emancipation  to  the  French 
Revolution  or  its  effects.  They  were  given  full  political  rights 
for  the  first  time  by  the  Weimar  Republic.  The  Weimar  Re- 
public was  succeeded  by  the  only  German  regime — the  only 
regime  ever  anywhere — which  had  no  other  clear  principle 
than  murderous  hatred  of  the  Jews,  for  “Aryan”  had  no  clear 
meaning  other  than  “non-Jewish.”  One  must  keep  in  mind 
the  fact  that  Hitler  did  not  come  from  Prussia,  nor  even  from 
Bismarck’s  Reich. 

At  a time  when  German  Jews  were  politically  in  a more 
precarious  situation  than  Jews  in  any  other  Western  country, 
they  originated  “the  science  of  Judaism,”  the  historical-critical 
study  by  Jews  of  the  Jewish  heritage.  The  emancipation  of 
Jews  in  Germany  coincided  with  the  greatest  epoch  of  German 
thought  and  poetry,  the  epoch  in  which  Germany  was  the 
foremost  country  in  thought  and  poetry.  One  cannot  help 
comparing  the  period  of  German  Jewry  with  the  period  of 
Spanish  Jewry.  The  greatest  achievements  of  Jews  during  the 
Spanish  period  were  rendered  possible  partly  by  the  fact  that 
Jews  became  receptive  to  the  influx  of  Greek  thought,  which 
was  understood  to  be  Greek  only  accidentally.  During  the 
German  period,  however,  the  Jews  opened  themselves  to  the 
influx  of  German  thought,  the  thought  of  the  particular  nation 
in  the  midst  of  which  they  lived — a thought  which  was 
understood  to  be  German  essentially:  political  dependence 
was  also  spiritual  dependence.  This  was  the  core  of  the 
predicament  of  German  Jewry. 

Three  quotations  may  serve  to  illustrate  the  precarious 
situation  of  the  Jews  in  Germany.  Goethe,  the  greatest  among 
the  cosmopolitan  Germans,  a “decided  non-Christian,”  sum- 
marizes the  results  of  a conversation  about  a new  society  to 
be  founded,  between  his  Wilhelm  Meister  and  “the  gay  Fried- 
rich,” without  providing  his  summary  with  quotation  marks, 
as  follows:  “To  this  religion  [the  Christian]  we  hold,  but  in  a 
particular  manner;  we  instruct  our  children  from  their  youth 
in  the  great  advantages  which  [that  religion]  has  brought  to 
us;  but  of  its  author,  of  its  course,  we  speak  to  them  only  at 
the  end.  Then  only  does  the  author  become  dear  and  cherished. 
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and  all  reports  regarding  him  become  sacred.  Drawing  a con- 
clusion which  one  may  perhaps  call  pedantic,  but  of  which 
one  must  at  any  rate  admit  that  it  follows  from  the  premise, 
we  do  not  tolerate  any  Jew  among  us;  for  how  could  we 
grant  him  a share  in  the  highest  culture,  the  origin  and 
tradition  of  which  he  denies?” 4 Two  generations  later 
Nietzsche  could  say:  “I  have  not  yet  met  a German  who  was 
favorably  disposed  toward  the  Jews.”  6 One  might  try  to  trace 
Nietzsche’s  judgment  to  the  narrowness  of  his  circle  of  ac- 
quaintances: no  one  would  expect  to  find  people  favorably 
disposed  toward  Jews  among  the  German  Lutheran  pastors 
among  whom  Nietzsche  grew  up,  to  say  nothing  of  Jakob 
Burckhardt  in  Basel.  Nietzsche  has  chosen  his  words  carefully; 
he  surely  excluded  himself  when  making  the  judgment,  as 
appears,  in  addition,  from  the  context.  But  his  remark  is  not 
trivial.  While  his  circle  of  acquaintances  was  limited,  perhaps 
unusually  limited,  he  was  of  unusual  perspicacity.  Besides, 
being  favorably  disposed  toward  this  or  that  man  or  woman 
of  Jewish  origin  does  not  mean  being  favorably  disposed 
toward  Jews.  Two  generations  later,  in  1953,  Heidegger  could 
speak  of  “the  inner  truth  and  greatness  of  National  So- 
cialism.” 6 

In  the  course  of  the  nineteenth  century  many  Western  men 
had  come  to  conceive  of  much,  if  not  all,  sufferings  as  con- 
sisting of  problems  which  as  such  were  soluble  as  a matter 
of  course.  In  this  manner,  too,  they  had  come  to  speak  of  the 
Jewish  problem.  The  German-Jewish  problem  was  never 
solved.  It  was  annihilated  by  the  annihilation  of  the  German 
Jews.  Prior  to  Hitler’s  rise  to  power  most  German  Jews  be- 
lieved that  their  problem  had  been  solved  in  principle  by 
liberalism:  German  Jews  were  Germans  of  the  Jewish  faith, 
i.e.  they  were  no  less  German  than  the  Germans  of  the 
Christian  faith  or  of  no  faith.  They  assumed  that  the  German 
state  (to  say  nothing  of  German  society  or  culture)  was  or 
ought  to  be  neutral  to  the  difference  between  Christians  and 
Jews  or  between  non-Jews  and  Jews.  This  assumption  was  not 
accepted  by  the  strongest  part  of  Germany  and  hence  by 
Germany.  In  the  words  of  Herzl:  “Who  belongs  and  who  does 
not  belong,  is  decided  by  the  majority;  it  is  a question  of 
power.”  At  any  rate  it  could  seem  that  in  the  absence  of  a 
superior  recognized  equally  by  both  parties  the  natural  judge 
on  the  German-ness  of  German  Jews  was  the  non- Jewish 
Germans.  As  a consequence,  a small  minority  of  German 
Jews,  but  a considerable  minority  of  German-Jewish  youth 
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studying  at  the  universities,  had  turned  to  Zionism.  Zionism 
was  almost  never  wholly  divorced  from  traditional  Jewish 
hopes.  On  the  other  hand,  Zionism  never  intended  to  bring 
about  a restoration  like  the  one  achieved  in  the  days  of  Ezra 
and  Nehemiah:  the  return  to  the  land  of  Israel  was  not  seen 
as  culminating  in  the  building  of  the  third  temple  and  res- 
toration of  the  sacrificial  service. 

The  peculiarity  of  Zionism  as  a modem  movement  comes 
out  most  clearly  in  the  strictly  political  Zionism  presented  first 
by  Leon  Pinsker  in  his  Autoemancipation  and  then  by  Theo- 
dor Herzl  in  his  The  Jewish  State.  Pinsker  and  Herzl  started 
from  the  failure  of  the  liberal  solution,  but  continued  to  see 
the  problem  to  be  solved  as  it  had  begun  to  be  seen  by  liber- 
alism, i.e.  as  a merely  human  problem.  They  radicalized  this 
purely  human  understanding.  The  terrible  fate  of  the  Jews 
was  in  no  sense  to  be  understood  any  longer  as  connected  with 
divine  punishment  for  the  sins  of  our  fathers  or  with  the 
providential  mission  of  the  chosen  people  and  hence  to  be 
borne  with  the  meek  fortitude  of  martyrs.  It  was  to  be  under- 
stood in  merely  human  terms,  as  constituting  a purely  political 
problem  which  as  such  cannot  be  solved  by  appealing  to  the 
justice  or  generosity  of  other  nations,  to  say  nothing  of  a 
league  of  all  nations.  Accordingly,  political  Zionism  was 
concerned  primarily  with  cleansing  the  Jews  of  their  millennial 
degradation,  with  the  recovery  of  Jewish  dignity,  honor  or 
pride.  The  failure  of  the  liberal  solution  meant  that  Jews 
could  not  regain  their  honor  by  assimilating  as  individuals 
to  the  nations  among  which  they  lived  or  by  becoming  citizens 
like  all  other  citizens  of  the  liberal  states:  the  liberal  solution 
brought  at  best  legal  equality,  but  not  social  equality;  as  a 
demand  of  reason  it  had  no  effect  on  the  feelings  of  non-Jews. 
To  quote  Herzl  again:  “We  are  a nation — the  enemy  makes 
us  a nation  whether  we  like  it  or  not.”  In  the  last  analysis 
this  is  nothing  to  be  deplored,  for  “the  enemy  is  necessary 
for  the  highest  effort  of  the  personality.”  Only  through  se- 
curing the  honor  of  the  Jewish  nation  could  the  individual 
Jew’s  honor  be  secured.  The  true  solution  of  the  Jewish  prob- 
lem requires  that  the  Jews  become  “like  all  the  nations” 
(1  Samuel  8),  that  the  Jewish  nation  assimilate  itself  to  the 
nations  of  the  world  or  that  it  establish  a modem,  liberal, 
secular  (but  not  necessarily  democratic)  state.  Political  Zion- 
ism, then,  strictly  understood  was  the  movement  of  an  elite 
on  behalf  of  a community  constituted  by  common  descent 
and  common  degradation,  for  the  restoration  of  their  honor 
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through  the  acquisition  of  statehood  and  therefore  of  a 
country — of  any  country:  the  land  which  the  strictly  political 
Zionism  promised  to  the  Jews  was  not  necessarily  the  land  of 
Israel. 

This  project  implied  a profound  modification  of  traditional 
Jewish  hopes,  a modification  arrived  at  through  a break  with 
these  hopes.  For  the  motto  of  his  pamphlet  Pinsker  chose  these 
words  of  Hillel : “If  I am  not  for  myself,  who  will  be  for  me? 
And  if  not  now,  when?”  He  omitted  the  sentence  which  forms 
the  center  of  Hillel’s  statement:  “And  if  I am  only  for  myself, 
what  am  I?”  He  saw  the  Jewish  people  as  a herd  without  a 
shepherd  to  protect  and  gather  it;  he  did  not  long  for  a shep- 
herd, but  for  the  transformation  of  the  herd  into  a nation  that 
could  take  care  of  itself.  He  regarded  the  Jewish  situation 
as  a natural  sickness  that  could  be  cured  only  by  natural 
means.  What  the  change  effected  by  strictly  political  Zionism 
means,  one  sees  most  clearly  when,  returning  to  the  origin,  one 
ponders  this  sentence  of  Spinoza:  “If  the  foundations  of  their 
religion  did  not  effeminate  the  minds  of  the  Jews,  I would  ab- 
solutely believe  that  they  will  at  some  time,  given  the  occasion 
(for  human  things  are  mutable),  establish  their  state  again.” 

Strictly  political  Zionism  became  effective  only  through 
becoming  an  ingredient,  not  to  say  the  backbone,  of  Zionism 
at  large,  i.e.  by  making  its  peace  with  traditional  Jewish 
thought.  Through  this  alliance  or  fusion  it  brought  about  the 
establishment  of  the  state  of  Israel  and  therewith  that  cleansing 
which  it  had  primarily  intended;  it  thus  procured  a blessing 
for  all  Jews  everywhere  regardless  of  whether  they  admit  it 
or  not.7  It  did  not,  however,  solve  the  Jewish  problem.  It 
could  not  solve  the  Jewish  problem  because  of  the  narrowness 
of  its  original  conception,  however  noble.  This  narrowness 
was  pointed  out  most  effectively  by  cultural  Zionism:  strictly 
political  Zionism,  concerned  only  with  the  present  emergency 
and  resolve,  lacks  historical  perspective:  the  community  of 
descent,  of  the  blood,  must  also  be  a community  of  the  mind, 
of  the  national  mind;  the  Jewish  state  will  be  an  empty  shell 
without  a Jewish  culture  which  has  its  roots  in  the  Jewish 
heritage.  One  could  not  have  taken  this  step  unless  one  had 
previously  interpreted  the  Jewish  heritage  itself  as  a culture, 
i.e.  as  a product  of  the  national  mind,  of  the  national  genius.8 
Yet  the  foundation,  the  authoritative  layer,  of  the  Jewish 
heritage  presents  itself,  not  as  a product  of  the  human  mind, 
but  as  a divine  gift,  as  divine  revelation.  Did  one  not  com- 
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pletely  distort  the  meaning  of  the  heritage  to  which  one 
claimed  to  be  loyal  by  interpreting  it  as  a culture  like  any  other 
high  culture?  Cultural  Zionism  believed  it  had  found  a safe 
middle  ground  between  politics  (power  politics)  and  divine 
revelation,  between  the  sub-cultural  and  the  supra-cultural, 
but  it  lacked  the  sternness  of  these  two  extremes.  When  cul- 
tural Zionism  understands  itself,  it  turns  into  religious  Zion- 
ism. But  when  religious  Zionism  understands  itself,  it  is  in  the 
first  place  Jewish  faith  and  only  secondarily  Zionism.  It  must 
regard  as  blasphemous  the  notion  of  a human  solution  to  the 
Jewish  problem.  It  may  go  so  far  as  to  regard  the  establishment 
of  the  state  of  Israel  as  the  most  important  event  in  Jewish 
history  since  the  completion  of  the  Talmud,  but  it  cannot 
regard  it  as  the  arrival  of  the  Messianic  age,  of  the  redemption 
of  Israel  and  of  all  men.  The  establishment  of  the  state  of 
Israel  is  the  most  profound  modification  of  the  Galut  which 
has  occurred,  but  it  is  not  the  end  of  the  Galut:  in  the  re- 
ligious sense,  and  perhaps  not  only  in  the  religious  sense,  the 
state  of  Israel  is  a part  of  the  Galut.  Finite,  relative  problems 
can  be  solved;  infinite,  absolute  problems  cannot  be  solved. 
In  other  words,  human  beings  will  never  create  a society  which 
is  free  of  contradictions.  From  every  point  of  view  it  looks 
as  if  the  Jewish  people  were  the  chosen  people  in  the  sense, 
at  least,  that  the  Jewish  problem  is  the  most  manifest  symbol 
of  the  human  problem  as  a social  or  political  problem. 

To  realize  that  the  Jewish  problem  is  insoluble  means  ever 
to  bear  in  mind  the  truth  proclaimed  by  Zionism  regarding 
the  limitations  of  liberalism.  Liberalism  stands  or  falls  by  the 
distinction  between  state  and  society,  or  by  the  recognition  of 
a private  sphere,  protected  by  the  law  but  impervious  to  the 
law,  with  the  understanding  that,  above  all,  religion  as  par- 
ticular religion  belongs  to  the  private  sphere.  Just  as  cer- 
tainly as  the  liberal  state  will  not  “discriminate”  against  its 
Jewish  citizens,  so  is  it  constitutionally  unable  and  even 
unwilling  to  prevent  “discrimination”  against  Jews  by  indi- 
viduals or  groups.  To  recognize  a private  sphere  in  the  sense 
indicated  means  to  permit  private  “discrimination,”  to  protect 
it  and  thus  in  fact  to  foster  it.  The  liberal  state  cannot  provide 
a solution  to  the  Jewish  problem,  for  such  a solution  would 
require  a legal  prohibition  against  every  kind  of  “discrimina- 
tion,” i.e.  the  abolition  of  the  private  sphere,  the  denial  of  the 
difference  between  state  and  society,  the  destruction  of  the 
liberal  state.  Such  a destruction  would  not  by  any  means  solve 
the  Jewish  problem,  as  is  shown  in  our  days  by  the  anti-Jewish 
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policy  of  the  USSR.  It  is  foolish  to  say  that  that  policy  con- 
tradicts the  principles  of  Communism,  for  it  contradicts  the 
principles  of  Communism  to  separate  the  principles  of  Com- 
munism from  the  Communist  movement.  The  USSR  owes  its 
survival  to  Stalin’s  decision  not  to  wait  for  the  revolution  of  the 
Western  proletariat,  i.e.  for  what  others  would  do  for  the 
USSR,  but  to  build  up  socialism  in  a single  country  where 
his  word  was  the  law,  by  the  use  of  any  means  however 
bestial,  and  these  means  could  include,  as  a matter  of  course, 
certain  means  successfully  used  previously,  not  to  say  invented, 
by  Hitler:  the  large-scale  murder  of  party  members  and  anti- 
Jewish  measures.  This  is  not  to  say  that  Communism  has  be- 
come what  National  Socialism  always  was,  the  prisoner  of  an 
anti-Jewish  ideology,  but  it  makes  use  of  anti-Jewish  measures 
in  an  unprincipled  manner  when  and  where  they  seem  to  be 
expedient.  It  is  merely  to  confirm  our  contention  that  the 
uneasy  “solution  of  the  Jewish  problem”  offered  by  the  liberal 
state  is  superior  to  the  Communist  “solution.” 

There  is  a Jewish  problem  that  is  humanly  soluble,9  the 
problem  of  the  Western  Jewish  individual  who  or  whose  parents 
severed  his  connection  with  the  Jewish  community  in  the  ex- 
pectation that  he  would  thus  become  a normal  member  of  a 
purely  liberal  or  of  a universal  human  society,  and  who  is 
naturally  perplexed  when  he  finds  no  such  society.  The  solu- 
tion to  his  problem  is  return  to  the  Jewish  community,  the 
community  established  by  the  Jewish  faith  and  the  Jewish 
way  of  life — teshubah  (ordinarily  rendered  by  “repentance”) 
in  the  most  comprehensive  sense.  Some  of  our  contemporaries 
believe  such  a return  to  be  altogether  impossible  because  they 
believe  that  the  Jewish  faith  has  been  overthrown  once  and  for 
all,  not  by  blind  rebellion,  but  by  evident  refutation.  While 
admitting  that  their  deepest  problem  would  be  solved  by  that 
return,  they  assert  that  intellectual  probity  forbids  them  to 
sacrifice  intellect  in  order  to  satisfy  even  the  most  vital  need. 
Yet  they  can  hardly  deny  that  a vital  need  legitimately  induces 
a man  to  probe  whether  what  seems  to  be  an  impossibility  is 
not  in  fact  only  a very  great  difficulty. 

The  founder  of  cultural  Zionism  could  still  deny  that  the 
Jewish  people  have  a providential  mission  on  the  ground  that 
Darwin  had  destroyed  the  most  solid  basis  of  teleology.10  At 
the  time  and  in  the  country  in  which  the  present  study  was 
written,  it  was  granted  by  all  except  the  most  backward  that 
the  Jewish  faith  had  not  been  refuted  by  science  or  by  history. 
The  storms  stirred  up  by  Darwin  and  to  a lesser  degree  by 
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Wellhausen  had  been  weathered;  one  could  grant  to  science 
and  history  everything  they  seem  to  teach  regarding  the  age 
of  the  world,  the  origin  of  man,  the  impossibility  of  miracles, 
the  impossibility  of  the  immortality  of  the  soul  and  of  the 
resurrection  of  the  body,  the  Jahvist,  the  Elohist,  the  third 
Isaiah,  and  so  on,  without  abandoning  one  iota  of  the  sub- 
stance of  the  Jewish  faith.  Some  haggling  regarding  particular 
items,  issuing  sometimes  in  grudging  concessions,  was  still 
going  on  in  outlying  districts,  but  the  battle  for  the  capital  had 
been  decided  by  the  wholesale  surrender  to  science  and  history 
of  the  whole  sphere  in  which  science  and  history  claim  to  be 
or  to  become  competent,  and  by  the  simultaneous  depreciation 
of  that  whole  sphere  as  religiously  irrelevant.  It  had  become 
religiously  relevant,  it  was  affirmed,  only  through  a self-mis- 
understanding of  religion,  a self-misunderstanding  which  was 
inevitable  in  earlier  times  and  which  on  the  whole  was  even 
harmless  in  earlier  times.  That  self-misunderstanding  consisted 
in  understanding  revelation  as  a body  of  teachings  and  rules 
that  includes  such  teachings  and  rules  as  could  never  become 
known  as  true  and  binding  to  the  unassisted  human  mind, 
such  as  the  human  mind  would  reject  as  sub-rational  were  they 
not  proven  to  be  supra-rational  by  the  certainty  that  they  are 
the  word  of  God;  men  who  were  not  ear-witness  of  God’s 
declaring  these  teachings  and  rules  could  have  that  certainty 
only  through  a reliable  tradition  that  also  vouches  for  the 
reliable  transmission  of  the  very  words  of  God,  and  through 
miracles.  The  self-misunderstanding  is  removed  when  the 
content  of  revelation  is  seen  to  be  rational,  which  does  not 
necessarily  mean  that  everything  hitherto  thought  to  be  re- 
vealed is  rational.  The  need  for  external  credentials  of 
revelation  (tradition  and  miracles)  disappears  as  its  internal 
credentials  come  to  abound.  The  truth  of  traditional  Judaism 
is  the  religion  of  reason,  or  the  religion  of  reason  is  secularized 
Judaism.  But  the  same  claim  could  be  made  for  Christianity, 
and  however  close  secularized  Judaism  and  secularized  Chris- 
tianity might  come  to  each  other,  they  are  not  identical,  and 
as  purely  rational  they  ought  to  be  identical.  Above  all,  if 
the  truth  of  Judaism  is  the  religion  of  reason,  then  what  was 
formerly  believed  to  be  revelation  by  the  transcendent  God 
must  now  be  understood  as  the  work  of  the  human  imagina- 
tion in  which  human  reason  was  effective  to  some  extent;  what 
has  now  become  a clear  and  distinct  idea  was  originally  a 
confused  idea.11  What  except  demonstrations  of  the  existence 
of  God  by  theoretical  reason  or  postulations  of  His  existence 
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by  practical  reason,  which  were  becoming  ever  more  incredible, 
could  prevent  one  from  taking  the  last  step,  i.e.  to  assert  that 
God  Himself  is  a product  of  the  human  mind,  at  best  “an 
idea  of  reason”? 

These  and  similar  denials  or  interpretations  suddenly  lost 
all  their  force  by  the  simple  observation  that  they  contradict 
not  merely  inherited  opinions  but  present  experience.  At  first 
hearing  one  may  be  reminded  of  what  Leibniz  had  said  when 
overcoming  Bayle’s  doubt  regarding  revelation:  “toutes  ces 
difficultes  invincibles,  ces  combats  pretendus  de  la  raison 
contre  la  foi  s’evanouissent. 

Hi  motus  animorum  atque  haec  discrimina  tanta 

Pulveris  exigui  jactu  compressa  quiescunt.”  12 

God’s  revealing  Himself  to  man,  His  addressing  man,  is  not 
merely  known  through  traditions  going  back  to  the  remote 
past  and  therefore  now  “merely  believed,”  but  is  genuinely 
known  through  present  experience  which  every  human  being 
can  have  if  he  does  not  refuse  himself  to  it.  This  experience 
is  not  a kind  of  self-experience,  of  the  actualization  of  a human 
potentiality,  of  the  human  mind  coming  into  its  own,  into 
what  it  desires  or  is  naturally  inclined  to,  but  of  something 
undesired,  coming  from  the  outside,  going  against  man’s 
grain.  It  is  the  only  awareness  of  something  absolute  which 
cannot  be  relativized  in  any  way  as  everything  else,  rational 
or  non-rational,  can;  it  is  the  experience  of  God  as  the  Thou, 
the  father  and  king  of  all  men;  it  is  the  experience  of  an  un- 
equivocal command  addressed  to  me  here  and  now  as  dis- 
tinguished from  general  laws  or  ideas  which  are  always 
disputable  and  permitting  of  exceptions.  Only  by  surrendering 
to  God’s  experienced  call  which  calls  for  one’s  loving  Him 
with  all  one’s  heart,  with  all  one’s  soul  and  with  all  one’s  might 
can  one  come  to  see  the  other  human  being  as  one’s  brother 
and  love  him  as  oneself.  The  absolute  experience  will  not  lead 
back  to  Judaism — for  instance,  to  the  details  of  what  the 
Christians  call  the  ceremonial  law — if  it  does  not  recognize 
itself  in  the  Bible  and  clarify  itself  through  the  Bible,  and  if  it 
is  not  linked  up  with  considerations  of  how  traditional 
Judaism  understands  itself  and  with  meditations  about  the 
mysterious  fate  of  the  Jewish  people.  The  return  to  Judaism 
also  requires  today  the  overcoming  of  what  one  may  call  the 
perennial  obstacle  to  the  Jewish  faith:  traditional  philosophy, 
which  is  of  Greek,  pagan  origin.  For  the  respectable,  impres- 
sive or  specious  alternatives  to  the  acceptance  of  revelation. 
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to  the  surrender  to  God’s  will,  have  always  presented  them- 
selves and  still  present  themselves  as  based  on  what  man 
knows  by  himself,  by  his  reason.  Reason  has  reached  its 
perfection  in  Hegel’s  system;  the  essential  limitations  of 
Hegel’s  system  show  the  essential  limitations  of  reason  and 
therewith  the  radical  inadequacy  of  all  rational  objections  to 
revelation.  With  the  final  collapse  of  rationalism  the  perennial 
battle  between  reason  and  revelation,  between  unbelief  and 
belief  has  been  decided  in  principle,  even  on  the  plane  of 
human  thought,  in  favor  of  revelation.  Reason  knows  only  of 
subjects  and  objects,  but  surely  the  living -and  loving  God 
is  infinitely  more  than  a subject  and  can  never  be  an  object, 
something  at  which  one  can  look  in  detachment  or  indiffer- 
ence. Philosophy  as  hitherto  known,  the  old  thinking,  so 
far  from  starting  from  the  experience  of  God,  abstracted 
from  such  experience  or  excluded  it;  hence,  if  it  was 
theistic,  it  was  compelled  to  have  recourse  to  demonstrations 
of  the  existence  of  God  as  a thinking  or  a thinking  and  willing 
being.  The  new  thinking  as  unqualified  empiricism  speaks  of 
God,  man  and  the  world  as  actually  experienced,  as  realities 
irreducible  to  one  another,  whereas  all  traditional  philosophy 
was  reductionist.  For  if  it  did  not  assert  that  the  world  and 
man  are  eternal,  i.e.  deny  the  creator-God,  it  sought  for  the 
reality  preceding  world  and  man  as  it  precedes  world  and 
man  and  as  it  succeeds  world  and  man,  i.e.  for  what  cannot  be 
experienced  by  man,  by  the  whole  man,  but  can  only  be  in- 
ferred or  thought  by  him.  Unqualified  empiricism  does  not 
recognize  any  such  Without  or  Beyond  as  a reality,  but  only 
as  unreal  forms,  essences,  or  concepts  which  can  never  be 
more  than  objects,  i.e.  objects  of  mere  thought.13 

The  new  thinking  had  been  originated  above  all  by  Franz 
Rosenzweig,  who  is  thought  to  be  the  greatest  Jewish  thinker 
whom  German  Jewry  has  brought  forth.  It  was  counteracted 
by  another  form  of  the  new  thinking,  the  form  originated  by 
Heidegger.14  It  was  obvious  that  Heidegger’s  new  thinking 
led  far  away  from  any  charity  as  well  as  from  any  humanity. 
On  the  other  hand,  it  could  not  be  denied  that  he  had  a deeper 
understanding  than  Rosenzweig  of  what  was  implied  in  the 
insight  or  demand  that  the  traditional  philosophy,  which 
rested  on  Greek  foundations,  must  be  superseded  by  a new 
thinking.  He  would  never  have  said  as  Rosenzweig  did  that 
“we  know  in  the  most  precise  manner,  we  know  with  the  in- 
tuitional knowledge  of  experience,  what  God  taken  by  Himself, 
what  man  taken  by  himself,  what  the  world  taken  by  itself 
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‘is.’  ” Nor  did  Heidegger  assume,  as  Rosenzweig  did,  that  we 
possess  without  further  ado  an  adequate  understanding  of 
Greek  philosophy,  of  the  basic  stratum  of  that  old  thinking 
which  has  to  be  overcome:  with  the  questioning  of  traditional 
philosophy  the  traditional  understanding  of  the  tradition  be- 
comes questionable.  For  this  reason  alone  he  could  not  have 
said  as  Rosenzweig  did  that  most  Platonic  dialogues  are 
“boring.”  15  This  difference  between  Rosenzweig  and  Heideg- 
ger, about  which  much  more  could  be  said,  was  not  uncon- 
nected with  their  difference  regarding  revelation.  At  that 
time  Heidegger  expressed  his  thought  about  revelation  by 
silence  or  deed  rather  than  by  speech.  Rosenzweig’s  friend 
Martin  Buber  quotes  a much  later  utterance  of  Heidegger 
which  gives  one,  I believe,  an  inkling  of  Heidegger’s  argument 

especially  if  it  is  taken  in  conjunction  with  well-known 
utterances  of  Nietzsche  whom  Heidegger  evidently  follows 
in  this  matter. 

“The  ‘prophets’  of  these  religions  [sc.  Judaism  and  Chris- 
tianity],” says  Heidegger  according  to  Buber,  “do  not  begin 
by  foretelling  the  word  of  the  Holy.  They  announce  im- 
mediately the  God  upon  whom  the  certainty  of  salvation  in  a 
supernatural  blessedness  reckons.”  16  Buber  comments  on  this 
statement  as  follows:  “Incidentally,  I have  never  in  our  time 
encountered  on  a high  philosophical  plane  such  a far-reaching 
misunderstanding  of  the  prophets  of  Israel.  The  prophets  of 
Israel  have  never  announced  a God  upon  whom  their  hearers’ 
striving  for  security  reckoned.  They  have  always  aimed  to 
shatter  all  security  and  to  proclaim  in  the  opened  abyss  of  the 
final  insecurity  the  unwished  for  God  who  demands  that  His 
human  creatures  become  real,  they  become  human,  and  con- 
founds all  who  imagine  that  they  can  take  refuge  in  the 
certainty  that  the  temple  of  God  is  in  their  midst.”  Heidegger 
does  not  speak  of  the  prophets’  “hearers,”  but  he  clearly  means 
that  the  prophets  themselves  were  concerned  with  security.17 
This  assertion  is  not  refuted  by  the  well-known  facts  which 
Buber  points  out — by  the  fact,  in  a word,  that  for  the  prophets 
there  is  no  refuge  and  fortress  except  God:  the  security  af- 
forded by  the  Temple  of  God  is  nothing,  but  the  security  af- 
forded by  God  is  everything.  As  Buber  says  seventeen  pages 
earlier  in  the  same  publication,  “He  who  loves  God  only  as  a 
mortal  ideal,  can  easily  arrive  at  despairing  of  the  guidance  of 
a world  the  appearance  of  which  contradicts,  hour  after  hour, 
all  principles  of  his  moral  ideality.”  18  Surely  the  Bible  teaches 
that  in  spite  of  all  appearances  to  the  contrary  the  world  is 
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guided  by  God  or,  to  use  the  traditional  term,  that  there  is 
particular  providence,  that  man  is  protected  by  God  if  he  does 
not  put  his  trust  in  flesh  and  blood  but  in  God  alone,  that  he  is 
not  completely  exposed  or  forsaken,  that  he  is  not  alone,  that 
he  has  been  created  by  a being  which  is — to  use  Buber’s 
expression — a Thou.  Buber’s  protest  would  be  justified  if  the 
Biblical  prophets  were  only,  as  Wellhausen  may  seem  to  have 
hoped,  prophets  of  insecurity,  not  to  say  of  an  evil  end,19  and 
not  also  predictors  of  the  Messianic  future,  of  the  ultimate 
victory  of  truth  and  justice,  of  the  final  salvation  and  security, 
although  not  necessarily  of  the  final  salvation  and  security  of 
all  men.  In  other  words,  the  Biblical  experience  is  not  simply 
undesired  or  against  man’s  grain:  grace  perfects  nature,  it 
does  not  destroy  nature.  Not  every  man  but  every  noble  man  is 
concerned  with  justice  or  righteousness  and  therefore  with  any 
possible  extra-human,  supra-human  support  of  justice,  or  with 
the  security  of  justice.  The  insecurity  of  man  and  everything 
human  is  not  an  absolutely  terrifying  abyss  if  the  highest  of 
which  a man  knows  is  absolutely  secure.  Plato’s  Athenian 
Stranger  does  not  indeed  experience  that  support,  that  refuge 
and  fortress  as  the  Biblical  prophets  experienced  it,  but  he 
does  the  second  best:  he  tries  to  demonstrate  its  existence.  But 
for  Heidegger  there  is  no  security,  no  happy  ending,  no  divine 
shepherd,  hope  is  replaced  by  thinking,  the  longing  for  eternity 
or  belief  in  anything  eternal  is  understood  as  stemming  from 
“the  spirit  of  revenge,”  from  the  desire  to  escape  from  all 
passing-away  into  something  that  never  passes  away.20 

The  controversy  can  easily  degenerate  into  a race  in  which 
he  wins  who  offers  the  smallest  security  and  the  greatest 
terror.  It  would  not  be  difficult  to  guess  who  would  be  the 
winner.  But  just  as  an  assertion  does  not  become  true  because 
it  is  shown  to  be  comforting,  so  it  does  not  become  true  be- 
cause it  is  shown  to  be  terrifying.  The  serious  question  concerns 
man’s  certainty  or  knowledge  of  the  divine  promises  or 
covenants.  They  are  known  through  what  God  Himself  says 
in  the  Scriptures.  According  to  Buber,  whose  belief  in  revela- 
tion is  admittedly  “not  mixed  up  with  any  ‘orthodoxy,’  ” what 
we  read  in  the  Bible  is  in  all  cases  what  the  Biblical  authors 
say  (even  when  God  is  said  to  have  said  something,  as  for 
example  and  above  all  in  the  case  of  the  Ten  Commandments) , 
and  what  the  Biblical  authors  say  is  never  more  than  a human 
expression  of  God’s  speechless  call  or  a human  response  to  that 
call  or  a man-made  “image,”  a human  interpretation,  an 
experienced  human  interpretation  to  be  sure,  of  what  God 
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“said.”  Such  “images”  constitute  not  only  Judaism  and  Chris- 
tianity but  all  religions.  All  such  “images”  are  “distorting  and 
yet  correct,  perishable  like  an  image  in  a dream  and  yet  verified 
in  eternity.”  21  The  experience  of  God  is  surely  not  specifically 
Jewish.  Besides,  can  one  say  that  one  experiences  God  as  the 
creator  of  heaven  and  earth,  i.e.  that  one  knows  from  the 
experience  of  God,  taken  by  itself,  that  He  is  the  creator  of 
heaven  and  earth,  or  that  men  who  are  not  prophets  experience 
God  as  a thinking,  willing  and  speaking  being?  Is  the  absolute 
experience  necessarily  the  experience  of  a Thou?22  Every 
assertion  about  the  absolute  experience  which  says  more  than 
that  what  is  experienced  is  the  Presence  or  the  Call,  is  not  the 
experiencer,  is  not  flesh  and  blood,  is  the  wholly  other,  is  death 
or  nothingness,  is  an  “image”  or  interpretation;  that  any  one 
interpretation  is  the  simply  true  interpretation  is  not  known 
but  “merely  believed.”  One  cannot  establish  that  any  par- 
ticular interpretation  of  the  absolute  experience  is  the  most 
adequate  interpretation  on  the  ground  that  it  alone  agrees  with 
all  other  experiences,  for  instance  with  the  experienced  mystery 
of  the  Jewish  fate,  for  the  Jewish  fate  is  a mystery  only  on  the 
basis  of  a particular  interpretation  of  the  absolute  experience, 
or  rather  the  Jewish  fate  is  the  outcome  of  one  particular 
interpretation  of  the  absolute  experience.  The  very  emphasis 
on  the  absolute  experience  as  experience  compels  one  to  de- 
mand that  it  be  made  as  clear  as  possible  what  the  experience 
by  itself  conveys,  that  it  not  be  tampered  with,  that  it  be  care- 
fully distinguished  from  every  interpretation  of  the  experience, 
for  the  interpretations  may  be  suspected  of  being  attempts  to 
render  bearable  and  harmless  the  experienced  which  admittedly 
comes  from  without  down  upon  man  and  is  undesired;  or  of 
being  attempts  to  cover  over  man’s  radical  unprotectedness, 
loneliness  and  exposedness.23 

Yet — Buber  could  well  have  retorted — does  not  precisely 
this  objection  mean  that  the  atheistic  suspicion  is  as  much  a 
possibility,  an  interpretation  and  hence  is  as  much  “merely 
believed”  as  the  theistic  one?  And  is  not  being  based  on  belief, 
which  is  the  pride  of  religion,  a calamity  for  philosophy?  Can 
the  new  thinking  consistently  reject  or  (what  is  the  same  thing) 
pass  by  revelation?  Through  judging  others,  Nietzsche  himself 
had  established  the  criterion  by  which  his  doctrine  is  to  be 
judged.  In  attacking  the  “optimistic”  as  well  as  the  “pessi- 
mistic” atheism  of  his  age,  he  made  clear  that  the  denial  of 
the  Biblical  God  demands  the  denial  of  Biblical  morality 
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however  secularized,  which,  far  from  being  self-evident  or 
rational,  has  no  other  support  than  the  Biblical  God;  mercy, 
compassion,  egalitarianism,  brotherly  love  or  altruism  must 
give  way  to  cruelty  and  its  kin.24  But  Nietzsche  did  not  leave 
things  at  “the  blond  beast.”  He  proclaimed  “the  over-man,” 
and  the  over-man  transcends  man  as  hitherto  known  at  his 
highest.  What  distinguishes  Nietzsche  in  his  view  from  all 
earlier  philosophers  is  the  fact  that  he  possesses  “the  historical 
sense,”  25  i.e.  the  awareness  that  the  human  soul  has  no  un- 
changeable essence  or  limits  but  is  essentially  historical.  The 
most  profound  change  which  the  human  soul  has  hitherto  un- 
dergone, the  most  important  enlargement  and  deepening  which 
it  has  hitherto  experienced  is  due,  according  to  Nietzsche,  to 
the  Bible.  “.  . . these  Greeks  have  much  on  their  conscience — 
falsification  was  their  particular  craft,  the  whole  European 
psychology  suffers  from  the  Greek  superficialities;  and  without 
that  little  bit  of  Judaism,  etc.  etc.”  Hence  the  over-man  is 
“the  Roman  Caesar  with  Christ’s  soul.”  26  Not  only  was  Bibli- 
cal morality  as  veracity  or  intellectual  probity  at  work  in  the 
destruction  of  Biblical  theology  and  Biblical  morality;  not 
only  is  it  at  work  in  the  questioning  of  that  very  probity,  of 
“ our  virtue,  which  alone  has  remained  to  us”; 27  Biblical 
morality  will  remain  at  work  in  the  morality  of  the  over-man. 
The  over-man  is  inseparable  from  “the  philosophy  of  the 
future.”  The  philosophy  of  the  future  is  distinguished  from 
traditional  philosophy,  which  pretended  to  be  purely  theoreti- 
cal, by  the  fact  that  it  is  consciously  the  outcome  of  a 
will:  the  fundamental  awareness  is  not  purely  theoreti- 
cal but  theoretical  and  practical,  inseparable  from  an  act  of 
the  will  or  a decision.  The  fundamental  awareness  character- 
istic of  the  new  thinking  is  a secularized  version  of  the  Biblical 
faith  as  interpreted  by  Christian  theology.28  What  is  true  of 
Nietzsche  is  no  less  true  of  the  author  of  Sein  und  Zeit. 
Heidegger  wishes  to  expel  from  philosophy  the.  last  relics  of 
Christian  theology  like  the  notions  of  “eternal  truths”  and  “the 
idealized  absolute  subject.”  But  the  understanding  of  man 
which  he  opposes  to  the  Greek  understanding  of  man  as  the 
rational  animal  is,  as  he  emphasizes,  primarily  the  Biblical 
understanding  of  man  as  created  in  the  image  of  God.  Ac- 
cordingly, he  interprets  human  life  in  the  light  of  “being 
towards  death,”  “anguish,”  “conscience,”  and  “guilt”;  in  this 
most  important  respect  he  is  much  more  Christian  than 
Nietzsche.29  The  efforts  of  the  new  thinking  to  escape  from 


360 


THE  JEWISH  EXPRESSION 


the  evidence  of  the  Biblical  understanding  of  man,  i.e.  from 
Biblical  morality,  have  failed.  And,  as  we  have  learned  from 
Nietzsche,  Biblical  morality  demands  the  Biblical  God. 

Considerations  of  this  kind  seemed  to  decide  the  issue  in 
favor  of  Rosenzweig’s  understanding  of  the  new  thinking,  or 
in  favor  of  the  unqualified  return  to  Biblical  revelation.  As 
a matter  of  fact,  Rosenzweig’s  return  was  not  unqualified.  The 
Judaism  to  which  he  returned  was  not  identical  with  the 
Judaism  of  the  age  prior  to  Moses  Mendelssohn.  The  old 
thinking  had  brought  about,  since  the  days  of  Mendelssohn, 
to  say  nothing  of  the  middle  ages,  some  more  or  less  impor- 
tant modifications  of  native  Jewish  thought.  While  opposing 
the  old  thinking,  the  new  thinking  was  nevertheless  its  heir. 
Whereas  the  classic  work  of  what  is  called  Jewish  medieval 
philosophy,  the  Guide  of  the  Perplexed,  is  primarily  not  a 
philosophic  book  but  a Jewish  book,  Rosenzweig’s  Star  of 
Redemption  is  primarily  not  a Jewish  book  but  “a  system  of 
philosophy.”  The  new  thinking  is  “experiencing  philosophy.” 
As  such  it  is  passionately  concerned  with  the  difference  be- 
tween what  is  experienced,  or  at  least  capable  of  being  ex- 
perienced, by  the  present  day  believer  and  what  is  merely 
known  by  tradition;  that  difference  was  of  no  concern  to 
traditional  Judaism.  As  experiencing  philosophy  it  starts  in 
each  case  from  the  experienced,  and  not  from  the  non-ex- 
perienced  “presuppositions”  of  experience.  For  instance,  we 
experience  things  “here”  or  “there,”  in  given  “places”;  we  do 
not  experience  the  homogeneous  infinite  “space”  which  may 
be  the  condition  of  the  possibility  of  “places.”  I experience  a 
tree;  in  doing  so,  I am  not  necessarily  aware  of  my  “Ego” 
which  is  the  condition  of  possibility  of  my  experiencing  any- 
thing. Accordingly,  when  speaking  of  the  Jewish  experience, 
one  must  start  from  what  is  primary  or  authoritative  for  the 
Jewish  consciousness  and  not  from  what  is  the  primary  con- 
dition of  possibility  of  the  Jewish  experience:  one  must  start 
from  God’s  Law,  the  Torah,  and  not  from  the  Jewish  nation. 
But  in  this  decisive  case  Rosenzweig  proceeds  in  the  opposite 
manner;  he  proceeds,  as  he  puts  it,  “sociologically.”  He  notes 
that  the  Jewish  dogmaticists  of  the  middle  ages,  especially 
Maimonides,  proceeded  in  the  first  manner:  traditional  Jewish 
dogmatics  understood  the  Jewish  nation  in  the  light  of  the 
Torah;  it  was  silent  about  the  “presupposition”  of  the  Law,  viz. 
the  Jewish  nation  and  its  chosenness.  One  begins  to  wonder 
whether  our  medieval  philosophy,  and  the  old  thinking  of 
Aristotle  of  which  it  made  use,  was  not  more  “empirical,” 
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more  in  harmony  with  the  “given,”  than  an  unqualified  em- 
piricism which  came  into  being  through  opposition  to  modern 
constructionist  philosophy  as  well  as  to  modern  scientific 
empiricism:  if  the  Jewish  nation  did  not  originate  the  Torah 
but  is  manifestly  constituted  by  the  Torah,  it  is  necessarily 
preceded  by  the  Torah  which  was  created  prior  to  the  world 
and  for  the  sake  of  which  the  world  was  created.  The  dogma 
of  Israel’s  chosenness  becomes  for  Rosenzweig  “the  truly  cen- 
tral thought  of  Judaism”  because,  as  he  makes  clear,  he  ap- 
proaches Judaism  from  the  point  of  view  of  Christianity, 
because  he  looks  for  a Jewish  analogue  to  the  Christian  doc- 
trine of  the  Christ.30  It  is  not  necessary  to  emphasize  that  the 
same  change  would  have  been  effected  if  the  starting  point 
had  been  mere  secularist  nationalism. 

Rosenzweig  never  believed  that  his  return  to  the  Biblical 
faith  could  be  a return  to  the  form  in  which  that  faith  had 
expressed  or  understood  itself  in  the  past.  What  the  author 
of  a Biblical  saying  or  a Biblical  story  or  the  compilers  of  the 
canon  meant  is  one  thing;  how  the  text  affects  the  present  day 
believer  and  hence  what  the  latter  truly  understands,  i.e.  appro- 
priates and  believes,  is  another.  The  former  is  the  concern 
of  history  as  history  which,  if  it  regards  itself  as  self-sufficient, 
is  one  of  the  decayed  forms  of  the  old  thinking;  the  latter, 
if  it  is  practiced  with  full  consciousness,  calls  for  the  new 
thinking.  Since  the  new  thinking  is  the  right  kind  of  thinking, 
it  would  seem  that  the  understanding  of  the  Bible  of  which  it 
is  capable  is  in  principle  superior  to  all  other  forms.  At  any 
rate,  Rosenzweig  agrees  with  religious  liberalism  as  to  the 
necessity  of  making  a selection  from  among  the  traditional 
beliefs  and  rules.  Yet  his  principle  of  selection  differs  radically 
from  the  liberal  principle.  The  liberals  made  a distinction 
between  the  essential  and  unessential,  i.e.  they  made  a dis- 
tinction which  claimed  to  be  objective.  Rosenzweig’s  principle 
is  not  a principle  strictly  speaking  but  “a  force”:  the  whole 
“reality  of  Jewish  life,”  even  those  parts  of  it  which  never 
acquired  formal  authority  (like  “mere”  stories  and  “mere” 
customs)  must  be  approached  as  the  “matter”  out  of  which 
only  a part  can  be  transformed  into  “force”;  only  experience 
can  tell  which  part  will  be  so  transformed;  the  selection  cannot 
but  be  “wholly  individual.”  31  The  sacred  law,  as  it  were  the 
public  temple,  which  was  a reality,  thus  becomes  a potential, 
a quarry  or  a store-house  out  of  which  each  individual  takes 
the  materials  for  building  up  his  private  shelter.  The  com- 
munity of  the  holy  people  is  henceforth  guaranteed  by  the 
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common  descent  of  its  members  and  the  common  origin  of 
the  materials  which  they  transform  by  selecting  them.  This 
conscious  and  radical  historicization  of  the  Torah— the  neces- 
sary consequence  of  the  assumed  primacy  of  the  Jewish  people 
under  the  conditions  of  modern  “individualism” 32 — is  in 
Rosenzweig’s  view  perfectly  compatible  with  the  fact  that  the 
Jewish  people  is  the  a-historical  people. 

Rosenzweig  could  not  believe  everything  that  his  orthodox 
Jewish  contemporaries  in  Germany  believed.  His  system  of 
philosophy  supplies  the  reasons  why  he  thought  that  in 
spite  of  their  piety  they  were  mistaken.  He  has  discussed  by 
themselves  two  points  regarding  which  he  disagreed  with  them 
and  which  are  of  utmost  importance.  First,  he  opposed  their 
inclination  to  understand  the  Law  in  terms  of  prohibition, 
denial,  refusal  and  rejection  rather  than  in  terms  of  command, 
liberation,  granting  and  transformation,  and  proposed  the 
opposite  inclination.  It  is  not  immediately  clear,  however, 
whether  the  orthodox  austerity  or  sternness  does  not  rest  on 
a deeper  understanding  of  the  power  of  evil  in  man  than 
Rosenzweig’s  view,  which  is  at  first  glance  more  attractive, 
and  which  resembles  one  of  “the  favorite  topics”  of  Mittler 
in  Goethe’s  Elective  Affinities .33  Second,  Rosenzweig  was  un- 
able simply  to  believe  all  Biblical  miracles.  All  Biblical 
miracles  were  indeed  susceptible  of  becoming  credible  to 
him.  For  instance,  when  the  story  of  Balaam’s  speaking  she- 
ass  was  read  from  the  Torah,  it  was  not  a fairy-tale  for  him, 
whereas  on  all  other  occasions  he  might  doubt  this  miracle.34 
The  orthodox  Jew  would  reproach  himself  for  his  doubts  as 
for  failings  on  his  part,  for  he  would  not  determine  what  he  is 
obliged  to  believe  by  his  individual  and  temporary  capacity 
or  incapacity  to  believe;  he  would  argue,  with  Maimonides’ 
Treatise  on  the  Resurrection  of  the  Dead,  that  if  God  has 
created  the  world  out  of  nothing  and  hence  is  omnipotent, 
there  is  no  reason  whatever  for  denying  at  any  time  any 
miracle  vouched  for  by  the  word  of  God. 

Considerations  like  those  sketched  in  the  preceding  para- 
graphs made  one  wonder  whether  an  unqualified  return  to 
Jewish  orthodoxy  was  not  both  possible  and  necessary — was 
not  at  the  same  time  the  solution  to  the  problem  of  the  Jew 
lost  in  the  non- Jewish  modern  world  and  the  only  course  com- 
patible with  sheer  consistency  or  intellectual  probity.  Vague 
difficulties  remained  like  small  faraway  clouds  on  a beautiful 
summer  sky.  They  soon  took  the  shape  of  Spinoza — the 
greatest  man  of  Jewish  origin  who  had  openly  denied  the 


THE  JEWISH  EXPRESSION 


363 


truth  of  Judaism  and  had  ceased  to  belong  to  the  Jewish 
people  without  becoming  a Christian.  It  was  not  the  “God- 
intoxicated”  philosopher  but  the  hard-headed,  not  to  say 
hard-hearted,  pupil  of  Machiavelli  and  philologic-historical 
critic  of  the  Bible.  Orthodoxy  could  be  returned  to  only  if 
Spinoza  was  wrong  in  every  respect. 

That  Spinoza  was  wrong  in  the  decisive  respect  had  been 
asserted  about  a decade  earlier  by  the  most  authoritative  Ger- 
man Jew  who  symbolized  more  than  anyone  else  the  union 
of  Jewish  faith  and  German  culture:  Hermann  Cohen,  the 
founder  of  the  Neo-Kantian  school  of  Marburg.  Cohen  was 
a Jew  of  rare  dedication,  the  faithful  guide,  defender  and 
warner  of  German  Jewry,  and  at  the  same  time,  to  say  the 
least,  the  one  who  by  far  surpassed  in  spiritual  power  all  the 
other  German  professors  of  philosophy  of  his  generation.  It 
became  necessary  to  examine  Cohen’s  attack  on  Spinoza. 
That  attack  had  been  occasioned  by  a particularly  striking  act 
of  celebration  of  Spinoza  on  the  part  of  German  Jews.  There 
were  two  reasons  why  contemporary  Jews  were  inclined  to 
celebrate  Spinoza.  The  first  is  Spinoza’s  assumed  merit  about 
mankind  and  only  secondarily  about  the  Jews;  the  second  is  his 
assumed  merit  about  the  Jewish  people  and  only  secondarily 
about  mankind.  Both  reasons  had  induced  contemporary  Jews 
not  only  informally  to  rescind  the  excommunication  which 
the  Jewish  community  in  Amsterdam  had  pronounced  against 
Spinoza,  but  even,  as  Cohen  put  it,  to  canonize  him. 

The  great  revolt  against  traditional  thought  or  the  emergence 
of  modem  philosophy  or  natural  science  was  completed  prior 
to  Spinoza.  One  may  go  further  and  say  that,  far  from  being 
a revolutionary  thinker,  Spinoza  is  only  the  heir  of  the  modern 
revolt  and  the  medieval  tradition  as  well.  At  first  glance  he 
might  well  appear  to  be  much  more  medieval  than  Descartes, 
to  say  nothing  of  Bacon  and  Hobbes.  The  modem  project  as 
understood  by  Bacon,  Descartes  and  Hobbes  demands  that 
man  should  become  the  master  and  owner  of  nature;  or  that 
philosophy  or  science  should  cease  to  be  essentially  theoretical. 
Spinoza,  however,  attempts  to  restore  the  traditional  concep- 
tion of  contemplation:  one  cannot  think  of  conquering  nature 
if  nature  is  the  same  as  God.  Yet  Spinoza  restored  the  dignity 
of  speculation  on  the  basis  of  modem  philosophy  or  science,  of 
a new  understanding  of  “nature.”  He  thus  was  the  first  great 
thinker  who  attempted  a synthesis  of  pre-modern  (classical- 
medieval)  and  of  modern  philosophy.  His  speculation  re- 
sembles Neo-Platonism;  he  understands  all  things  as  proceed- 
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ing  from,  not  made  or  created  by,  a single  being  or  origin; 
the  One  is  the  sole  ground  of  the  Many.  Yet  he  no  longer 
regards  this  process  as  a descent  or  decay  but  as  an  ascent  or 
unfolding:  the  end  is  higher  than  the  origin.  According  to  his 
last  word  on  the  subject,  the  highest  form  of  knowledge,  which 
he  calls  intuitive  knowledge,  is  knowledge  not  of  the  one 
substance  or  God,  but  of  individual  things  or  events:  God 
is  fully  God  not  qua  substance  or  even  in  His  eternal  attributes 
but  in  His  non-eternal  modes  understood  sub  specie  aeter- 
nitatis.  The  knowledge  of  God  as  presented  in  the  First  Part  of 
the  Ethics  is  only  universal  or  abstract;  only  the  knowledge  of 
individual  things  or  rather  events  qua  caused  by  God  is  con- 
crete.85 Spinoza  thus  appears  to  originate  the  kind  of  philo- 
sophic system  which  views  the  fundamental  processus  as  a 
progress:  God  in  Himself  is  not  the  ens  perfectissimum.  In 
this  most  important  respect  he  prepares  German  idealism. 
Furthermore,  just  as  he  returned  to  the  classical  conception 
of  theoria,  he  returned  in  his  political  philosophy  to  classical 
republicanism.  The  title  of  the  crowning  chapter  of  the 
Theologico-political  Treatise  is  taken  as  literally  as  possible 
from  Tacitus.  But  just  as  his  theoretical  philosophy  is  more 
than  a restatement  of  classical  doctrines  and  in  fact  a syn- 
thesis of  classical  and  modern  speculation,  his  political  philoso- 
phy is  more  than  a restatement  of  classical  republicanism.  The 
republic  which  he  favors  is  a liberal  democracy.  He  was  the 
first  philosopher  who  was  both  a democrat  and  a liberal.  He 
was  the  philosopher  who  founded  liberal  democracy,  a spe- 
cifically modem  regime.  Directly  and  through  his  influence 
on  Rousseau,  who  gave  the  decisive  impulse  to  Kant,  Spinoza 
became  responsible  for  that  version  of  modern  republicanism 
which  takes  its  bearings  by  the  dignity  of  every  man  rather 
than  by  the  narrowly  conceived  interest  of  every  man. 
Spinoza’s  political  teaching  starts  from  a natural  right  of 
every  human  being  as  the  source  of  all  possible  duties.  Hence 
it  is  free  from  that  sternness  and  austerity  which  classical 
political  philosophy  shares  with  ancient  law — a sternness 
which  Aristotle  expressed  classically  by  saying  that  what  the 
law  does  not  command  it  forbids.  Hence  Spinoza  is  free 
from  the  classical  aversion  to  commercialism;  he  rejects  the 
traditional  demand  for  sumptuary  laws.  Generally  speaking, 
his  polity  gives  the  passions  much  greater  freedom  and  cor- 
respondingly counts  much  less  on  the  power  of  reason  than 
the  polity  of  the  classics.  Whereas  for  the  classics  the  life  of 
passion  is  a life  against  nature,  for  Spinoza  everything  that  is 
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is  natural.  For  Spinoza  there  are  no  natural  ends  and  hence 
in  particular  there  is  no  end  natural  to  man.  He  is  therefore 
compelled  to  give  a novel  account  of  man’s  end  (the  life 
devoted  to  contemplation) : man’s  end  is  not  natural,  but 
rational,  the  result  of  man’s  figuring  it  out,  of  man’s  “forming 
an  idea  of  man,  as  of  a model  of  human  nature.”  He  thus 
decisively  prepares  the  modem  notion  of  the  “ideal”  as  a 
work  of  the  human  mind  or  as  a human  project,  as  dis- 
tinguished from  an  end  imposed  on  man  by  nature.  The 
formal  reception  of  Spinoza  took  place  in  1785  when  F.  H. 
Jacobi  published  his  book  On  the  Doctrine  of  Spinoza,  in  Let- 
ters to  Herr  Moses  Mendelssohn.  Jacobi  made  public  the  fact 
that  in  Lessing’s  view  there  was  no  philosophy  but  the 
philosophy  of  Spinoza.  The  philosophy  of  Kant’s  great  suc- 
cessors was  consciously  a synthesis  of  Spinoza’s  and  Kant’s 
philosophies.  Spinoza’s  characteristic  contribution  to  this  syn- 
thesis was  a novel  conception  of  God.  He  thus  showed  the  way 
toward  a new  religion  or  religiousness  which  was  to  inspire 
a wholly  new  kind  of  society,  a new  kind  of  Church.  He 
became  the  sole  father  of  that  new  Church  which  was  to  be 
universal  in  fact  and  not  merely  in  claim,  like  other  Churches, 
because  its  foundation  was  no  longer  any  positive  revelation. 
It  was  a Church  whose  rulers  were  not  priests  or  pastors  but 
philosophers  and  artists  and  whose  flock  were  the  circles  of 
culture  and  property.  It  was  of  the  utmost  importance  to  that 
Church  that  its  father  was  not  a Christian  but  a Jew  who 
had  informally  embraced  a Christianity  without  dogmas  and 
sacraments.  The  millennial  antagonism  between  Judaism  and 
Christianity  was  about  to  disappear.  The  new  Church  would 
transform  Jews  and  Christians  into  human  beings — into 
human  beings  of  a certain  kind:  cultured  human  beings, 
human  beings  who  because  they  possessed  Science  and  Art  did 
not  need  religion  in  addition.  The  new  society,  constituted  by 
the  aspiration  common  to  all  its  members  toward  the  True, 
the  Good,  and  the  Beautiful,  emancipated  the  Jews  in  Ger- 
many. Spinoza  became  the  symbol  of  that  emancipation  which 
was  to  be  more  than  emancipation  but  secular  redemption.  In 
Spinoza,  a thinker  and  a saint  who  was  both  a Jew  and  a 
Christian  and  hence  neither,  all  cultured  families  of  the  earth, 
it  was  hoped,  will  be  blessed.  In  a word,  the  non-Jewish  world, 
having  been  molded  to  a considerable  extent  by  Spinoza, 
had  become  receptive  to  Jews  who  were  willing  to  assimilate 
themselves  to  it. 

The  celebration  of  Spinoza  had  become  equally  necessary 
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on  purely  Jewish  grounds.  As  we  have  seen,  the  emphasis  had 
shifted  from  the  Torah  to  the  Jewish  nation,  and  the  Jewish 
nation  could  not  be  considered  the  source  of  the  Torah  if  it 
was  not  understood  as  an  organism.with  a soul  of  its  own;  that 
soul  had  expressed  itself  originally  and  classically  in  the  Bible, 
although  not  in  all  parts  of  the  Bible  equally.  From  the  days 
of  the  Bible,  there  always  had  been  the  conflict  between 
prophet  and  priest,  between  the  inspired  and  the  uninspired, 
between  profound  subterraneous  Judaism  and  official  Judaism. 
Official  Judaism  was  legalistic  and  hence  rationalistic.  Its 
rationalism  had  received  most  powerful  support  from  the 
philosophic  rationalism  of  alien  origin  that  had  found  its 
perfect  expression  in  the  Platonic  conception  of  God  as  an 
artificer  who  makes  the  universe  by  looking  up  to  the  un- 
changeable, lifeless  ideas.  In  accordance  with  this,  official 
Judaism  asserted  that  God  has  created  the  world  and  governs 
it  sub  ratione  boni.  Precisely  because  he  believed  in  the  pro- 
foundly understood  divinity  of  the  Bible,  Spinoza  revolted 
against  this  official  assertion,  in  the  name  of  the  absolutely 
free  or  sovereign  God  of  the  Bible — of  the  God  who  will  be 
what  He  will  be,  who  will  be  gracious  to  whom  He  will  be 
gracious  and  will  show  mercy  to  whom  He  will  show  mercy. 
Moved  by  the  same  spirit,  he  embraced  with  enthusiasm  Paul’s 
doctrine  of  predestination.  The  Biblical  God  has  created  man 
in  His  image:  male  and  female  did  He  create  them.  The  male 
and  the  female,  form  and  matter,  cogitation  and  extension 
are  then  equally  attributes  of  God;  Spinoza  rejects  both  Greek 
idealism  and  Christian  spiritualism.  The  Biblical  God  forms 
light  and  creates  darkness,  makes  peace  and  creates  evil; 
Spinoza’s  God  is  simply  beyond  good  and  evil.  God’s  might 
is  His  right,  and  therefore  the  power  of  every  being  is  as 
such  its  right;  Spinoza  lifts  Machiavellianism  to  theological 
heights.  Good  and  evil  differ  only  from  a merely  human  point 
of  view;  theologically  the  distinction  is  meaningless.  The  evil 
passions  are  evil  only  with  a view  to  human  utility;  in  them- 
selves they  show  forth  the  might  and  the  right  of  God  no  less 
than  other  things  which  we  admire  and  by  the  contemplation 
of  which  we  are  delighted.  In  the  state  of  nature,  i.e.  inde- 
pendently of  human  convention,  there  is  nothing  just  and  un- 
just, no  duty  and  no  guilt,  and  the  state  of  nature  does  not 
simply  vanish  when  civil  society  is  established:  pangs  of 
conscience  are  nothing  but  feelings  of  displeasure  that  arise 
when  a plan  has  gone  wrong.  Hence  there  are  no  vestiges  of 
divine  justice  to  be  found  except  where  just  men  reign.  All 


THE  JEWISH  EXPRESSION  367 

human  acts  are  modes  of  the  one  God,  who  possesses  infinitely 
many  attributes  each  of  which  is  infinite  and  only  two  of 
which  are  known  to  us;  who  is  therefore  a mysterious  God, 
whose  mysterious  love  reveals  itself  in  eternally  and  necessarily 
bringing  forth  love  and  hatred,  nobility  and  baseness,  saintli- 
ness and  depravity;  and  who  is  infinitely  lovable  not  in  spite 
of  but  because  of  His  infinite  power  which  is  beyond  good  and 
evil. 

Compared  with  the  fantastic  flights  of  the  Spinoza  enthusi- 
asts in  the  two  camps,  of  the  moralists  and  the  immoralists, 
Cohen’s  understanding  of  Spinoza  is  sobriety  itself.  All  the 
more  impressive  is  his  severe  indictment  of  Spinoza.36  He 
shows  first  that  in  his  Theologico-political  Treatise  Spinoza 
speaks  from  a Christian  point  of  view  and  accordingly  accepts 
the  entire  Christian  critique  of  Judaism,  but  goes  much 
beyond  even  that  Christian  critique  in  his  own  critique. 
Spinoza  accepts  against  his  better  knowledge  the  assertion  of 
Jesus  that  Judaism  commands  the  hatred  of  the  enemy.  He 
opposes  spiritual  and  universalistic  Christianity  to  carnal  and 
particularistic  Judaism:  the  core  of  Judaism  is  the  Mosaic 
law  as  a particularistic  not  to  say  tribal  law  that  serves  no 
other  end  than  the  earthly  or  political  felicity  of  the  Jewish 
nation;  the  Torah  does  not  teach  morality,  i.e.  universal 
morality;  the  Mosaic  religion  is  merely  national;  Moses’  God 
is  a tribal  and  in  addition  a corporeal  God.  By  denying  that 
the  God  of  Israel  is  the  God  of  all  mankind  Spinoza  has 
blasphemed  the  God  of  Israel.  He  reduces  Jewish  religion  to  a 
doctrine  of  the  Jewish  state.  For  him,  the  Torah  is  of  merely 
human  origin.  Cohen  shows  next  that  the  Christianity  in  the 
light  of  which  Spinoza  condemns  Judaism  is  not  historical  or 
actual  Christianity  but  an  idealized  Christianity,  and  hence 
while  idealizing  Christianity,  he  denigrates  Judaism.  He  shows 
then  that  Spinoza  admits  the  universalistic  character  of  the  Old 
Testament  prophecy,  thus  contradicting  himself  grossly.  This 
contradiction  clearly  proves  his  lack  of  good  faith.37  Nor  is 
this  all.  While  taking  the  side  of  spiritual  and  transpolitical 
Christianity  against  carnal  and  political  Judaism,  Spinoza 
contradicts  this  whole  argument  by  taking  the  side  of  the  State 
not  only  against  all  churches  but  against  all  religion  as  well. 
“He  put  religion  altogether  [i.e.  not  merely  Judaism]  outside 
the  sphere  of  truth.”  Starting  like  all  other  sophists  from  the 
equation  of  right  and  might,  he  conceives  of  the  State  entirely 
in  terms  of  power  politics,  i.e.  as  divorced  from  religion  and 
morality,  and  he  puts  the  State  thus  conceived  above  religion. 
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This  does  not  mean  that  he  deifies  the  State.  On  the  contrary, 
he  is  concerned  above  everything  else  with  what  he  calls 
philosophy  which  he  assumes  to  be  wholly  inaccessible  directly 
or  indirectly  to  the  large  majority  of  men.  He  has  no  com- 
punction whatever  about  affirming  the  radical  and  unmodi- 
fiable  inequality  of  men  without  ever  wondering  “how  can 
nature,  how  can  God  answer  for  this  difference  among  men?” 
Hence  his  sympathy  for  democracy  is  suspect.  He  is  compelled 
to  erect  an  eternal  barrier  between  popular  education  and 
science  or  philosophy,  and  therewith  between  the  State  and 
Reason.  There  is  no  place  in  his  thought  for  the  enlightenment 
of  the  people.  He  has  no  heart  for  the  people,  no  compassion. 
He  cannot  admit  a Messianic  future  of  mankind  when  all  men 
will  be  united  in  genuine  knowledge  of  God.  This  is  the 
reason  why  he  is  altogether  blind  to  Biblical  prophecy  and 
hence  to  the  core  of  Judaism.38 

On  the  basis  of  all  these  facts  Cohen  reached  the  conclusion 
that  far  from  deserving  celebration,  Spinoza  fully  deserved  the 
excommunication.  Far  from  rescinding  the  excommunication, 
Cohen  confirmed  it  acting  as  a judge  in  the  highest  court  of 
appeal.  The  grounds  of  his  verdict  were  not  the  same  as  the 
grounds  of  the  lower  court.  He  was  not  concerned  with 
Spinoza’s  transgression  of  the  ceremonial  law  and  his  denial 
of  the  Mosaic  authorship  of  the  Pentateuch.  He  condemned 
Spinoza  because  of  his  infidelity  in  the  simple  human  sense, 
of  his  complete  lack  of  loyalty  to  his  own  people,  of  his 
acting  like  an  enemy  of  the  Jews  and  thus  giving  aid  and 
comfort  to  the  many  enemies  of  the  Jews,  of  his  behaving 
like  a base  traitor.  Spinoza  remains  up  to  the  present  day  the 
accuser  par  excellence  of  Judaism  before  an  anti-Jewish 
world;  the  disposition  of  his  mind  and  heart  toward  Jews  and 
Judaism  was  “unnatural,”  he  committed  a “humanly  in- 
comprehensible act  of  treason,”  he  was  possessed  by  “an  evil 
demon.”  39 

Our  case  against  Spinoza  is  in  some  respects  even  stronger 
than  Cohen  thought.  One  may  doubt  whether  Spinoza’s  action 
is  humanly  incomprehensible  or  demoniac  but  one  must  grant 
that  it  is  amazingly  unscrupulous.  Cohen  is  justly  perplexed 
by  the  fact  that  “the  center  of  the  whole  [theologico-political] 
treatise”  is  the  disparagement  of  Moses  and  the  idealization  of 
Jesus,  although  the  purpose  of  the  work  is  to  secure  the  free- 
dom of  philosophizing.  He  explains  this  anomaly  by  Spinoza’s 
belief  that  the  suppression  of  philosophy  goes  back  to  the 
Mosaic  law.  Cohen  does  not  assert  that  Moses  championed 
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the  freedom  of  philosophy  but  he  raises  the  pertinent  question 
whether  Jesus  championed  it.40  Why  then  does  Spinoza  treat 
Judaism  and  Christianity  differently?  Why  does  he  take  the 
side  of  Christianity  in  the  conflict  between  Judaism  and 
Christianity,  in  a conflict  of  no  concern  to  him  as  a philoso- 
pher? Cohen  believes  that  Spinoza  had  a genuine  reverence 
for  Jesus’  teachings.  According  to  Spinoza’s  own  statements 
he  preferred  spiritual  Christianity  to  carnal  Judaism.41  But 
is  Spinoza  a spiritualist?  Cohen  says  that  spirit  or  mind,  if 
applied  to  God,  is  no  less  a metaphor  than  hand,  voice  or 
mouth.  He  thus  merely  repeats  what  Spinoza  himself  asserts; 
Spinoza  may  be  said  to  have  denied  that  God  has  a spirit  or 
mind.  The  question  returns:  why  does  Spinoza  treat  Chris- 
tianity differently  from  Judaism?  Cohen  comes  closest  to  the 
truth  in  saying  that  Spinoza’s  motive  was  fear,42  surely  a 
“humanly  comprehensible”  motive.  Or,  to  start  again  from 
the  beginning,  Spinoza,  attempting  to  achieve  the  liberation  of 
philosophy  in  a book  addressed  to  Christians,  cannot  but  ap- 
peal to  the  Christian  prejudices  which  include  anti-Jewish 
prejudices;  he  fights  Christian  prejudices  by  appealing  to 
Christian  prejudices;  appealing  to  the  Christian  prejudice 
again  Judaism,  he  exhorts  the  Christians  to  free  essentially 
spiritual  Christianity  from  all  carnal  Jewish  relics  (e.g.  the 
belief  in  the  resurrection  of  the  body).  Generally  speaking, 
he  makes  the  Old  Testament  against  his  better  knowledge 
the  scapegoat  for  everything  he  finds  objectionable  in  actual 
Christianity.  In  spite  of  all  this  he  asserts  that  the  prophets 
were  as  universalistic  as  Jesus  and  the  apostles  or,  more 
precisely,  that  both  Testaments  teach  with  equal  clarity  every- 
where the  universal  divine  law  or  the  universal  religion  of 
justice  and  charity.  Why  this  strange  reversal,  this  flagrant 
contradiction?  At  this  point  Cohen  fails  to  follow  Spinoza’s 
thought.  The  purpose  of  the  Treatise  is  to  show  the  way  toward 
a liberal  society  which  is  based  on  the  recognition  of  the 
authority  of  the  Bible,  i.e.  of  the  Old  Testament  taken  by 
itself  and  of  the  two  Testaments  taken  together.  The  argument 
culminates  in  the  14th  chapter,  in  which  he  enumerates  seven 
dogmas  which  are  the  indispensable  fundamentals  of  faith, 
of  Biblical  faith,  the  seven  “roots,”  as  the  Jewish  medieval 
thinkers  would  say.  They  are  essential  to  “the  catholic  or  uni- 
versal faith,”  to  the  religion  which  will  be  the  established 
religion  in  the  well-ordered  republic;  belief  in  these  seven  dog- 
mas is  the  only  belief  necessary  and  sufficient  for  salvation. 
They  derive  equally  from  the  Old  Testament  taken  by  itself 


370  THE  JEWISH  EXPRESSION 

and  from  the  New  Testament  taken  by  itself.43  They  do  not 
contain  anything  specifically  Christian  nor  anything  specifically 
Jewish.  They  are  equally  acceptable  to  Jews  and  to  Christians. 
The  liberal  society  with  a view  to  which  Spinoza  has  com- 
posed the  Treatise  is  then  a society  of  which  Jews  and  Chris- 
tians can  be  equally  members,  of  which  Jews  and  Christians 
can  be  equal  members.  For  such  a society  he  wished  to 
provide.  The  establishment  of  such  a society  required  in  his 
opinion  the  abrogation  of  the  Mosaic  law  in  so  far  as  it  is 
a particularistic  and  political  law,  and  especially  of  the 
ceremonial  laws:  since  Moses’  religion  is  a political  law,  to 
adhere  to  his  religion  as  he  proclaimed  it  is  incompatible  with 
being  the  citizen  of  any  other  state,  whereas  Jesus  was  not  a 
legislator  but  only  a teacher.44  It  is  for  this  reason  that  Spinoza 
is  so  anxious  to  prove  that  Moses’  law  lost  its  obligatory  power, 
and  that  the  Jews  ceased  to  be  the  chosen  people  with  the  loss 
of  the  Jewish  state:  the  Jews  cannot  be  at  the  same  time  the 
members  of  two  nations  and  subject  to  two  comprehensive 
legal  codes.  Spinoza  stresses  the  abrogation  of  the  ceremonial 
law,  however,  not  only  because  that  abrogation  is  in  his 
opinion  a necessary  condition  of  civic  equality  of  the  Jews 
but  also  as  desirable  for  its  own  sake:  the  ceremonial  law  is 
infinitely  burdensome,  nay,  a curse.45  In  providing  for  the 
liberal  state,  Spinoza  provides  for  a Judaism  that  is  liberal  in 
the  extreme.  The  “assimilationist”  “solution  to  the  Jewish 
problem  ’ which  Spinoza  may  be  said  to  have  suggested  was 
more  important  from  his  point  of  view  than  the  “Zionist”  one 
which  he  likewise  suggested.  The  latter  as  he  understood  it 
could  seem  to  require  the  preservation  of  the  ceremonial  law 
even  with  the  abandonment  of  the  spirit  which  has  animated 
it  hitherto.46  The  former  suggestion  and  the  general  purpose 
of  the  Theologico-political  Treatise  are  obviously  connected: 
freedom  of  philosophy  requires,  or  seems  to  require,  a liberal 
state,  and  a liberal  state  is  a state  which  is  not  as  such  either 
Christian  or  Jewish.  Even  Cohen  sensed  for  a moment  that 
Spinoza  was  not  entirely  free  from  sympathy  with  his  people.47 
Spinoza  may  have  hated  Judaism;  he  did  not  hate  the  Jewish 
people.  However  bad  a Jew  he  may  have  been  in  all  other 
respects,  he  thought  of  the  liberation  of  the  Jews  in  the  only 
way  in  which  he  could  think  of  it,  given  his  philosophy.  But 
precisely  if  this  is  so,  we  must  stress  all  the  more  the  fact  that 
the  manner  in  which  he  sets  forth  his  proposal — to  say  nothing 
of  the  proposal  itself — is  Machiavellian:  the  humanitarian  end 
seems  to  justify  every  means;  he  plays  a most  dangerous 
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game;48  his  procedure  is  as  much  beyond  good  and  evil  as 
his  God. 

All  this  does  not  mean  however  that  Cohen’s  critique  of 
Spinoza’s  Theologico-political  Treatise  is  altogether  convinc- 
ing. His  political  thought  claims  to  be  inspired  by  Biblical 
prophecy  and  hence  is  Messianic.  In  opposition  to  Spinoza  it 
starts  from  the  radical  difference  between  nature  and  morality, 
the  Is  and  the  Ought,  egoism  and  pure  will.  The  state  is  es- 
sentially moral,  and  morality  cannot  be  actual  except  in  and 
through  the  state.  The  difficulty  presented  by  the  fact  that 
morality  is  universal  and  the  state  is  always  particular  is 
overcome  by  the  consideration  that  the  state  is  part  of  a 
universal  moral  order,  as  is  shown  by  the  existence  of  inter- 
national law  and  by  the  intrinsic  possibility  which  is  at  the 
same  time  a moral  necessity,  of  a universal  league  of  states. 
The  radical  difference  between  nature  and  morality  does  not 
amount  to  a contradiction  between  nature  and  morality: 
nature  does  not  render  impossible  the  fulfillment  of  the  moral 
demands.  The  morally  demanded  infinite  progress  of  morality, 
and  in  particular  the  “eternal  progress”  toward  “eternal 
peace,”  nay,  every  single  step  of  morality  requires  for  its  “ulti- 
mate security”  the  infinite  duration  a parte  post  of  the  human 
race  and  hence  of  nature;  this  infinite  duration  or  eternity 
is  secured  by  the  idea  of  God  “who  signifies  the  harmony  of 
the  knowledge  of  nature  and  of  moral  knowledge,”  who  is 
not  a person,  nor  living,  nor  existing,  nor  a spirit  or  mind  but 
an  idea,  “our”  idea,  i.e.  our  hypothesis  in  what  Cohen  regards 
as  the  Platonic  meaning  of  the  term.  This  is  the  Cohenian 
equivalent  of  Creation  and  Providence.  Without  “the  idea 
of  God”  as  Cohen  understands  it  morality  as  he  understands 
it  becomes  baseless.  That  idea  is  the  basis  of  his  trust  in 
infinite  progress  or  of  his  belief  in  history,  of  his  “optimism,” 
of  his  certainty  of  the  ultimate  victory  of  the  good:  “there  is 
no  evil.”  But  eternal  progress  also  requires  eternal  tension 
between  the  actual  state  and  the  state  as  it  ought  to  be:  49 
immorality  is  coeval  with  morality.  Here  Cohen  seems  to  join 
Spinoza  whose  political  thought  is  based  on  the  truth  allegedly 
proven  by  experience  that  there  will  be  vices  as  long  as  there 
will  be  human  beings,  and  who  takes  it  therefore  for  granted 
that  the  state  is  necessarily  repressive  or  coercive.  Cohen  too 
cannot  well  deny  that  the  state  must  use  coercion  but,  opposing 
the  Kantian  distinction  between  morality  and  legality,  he 
denies  that  coercion  is  the  principle  of  law:  coercion  means 
nothing  other  than  law  and  therefore  need  not  be  mentioned. 
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He  is  as  uneasy  about  coercion  as  he  is  about  power:  the 
state  is  law,  for  the  state  is  essentially  rational,  and  coercion 
begins  where  reason  ends.  All  this  follows  from  the  premise 
that  morality  is  self-legislation  and  that  it  can  be  actual  only 
m and  through  the  state.  A further  consequence  is  that  Cohen 
must  understand  punishment  not  in  terms  of  the  protection 
of  society  or  other  considerations  which  may  be  thought  to 
regard  the  criminal  not  as  “an  end  in  himself”  and  only  as  a 
means,  but  in  terms  of  the  self-betterment  of  the  criminal 
alone.60  Cohen  obscures  the  fact  that  while  the  self-betterment 
is  necessarily  a free  act  of  the  criminal,  his  forcible  seclusion 
for  the  purpose  of  that  self-betterment  in  which  he  may  or  may 
not  engage,  is  not.  In  other  words,  all  men  are  under  a moral 
obligation  to  better  themselves,  but  the  specific  difference  of 
the  condemned  criminal  is  that  he  is  put  behind  bars.  For  it 
goes  without  saying  that  Cohen  denies  the  justice  of  capital 
punishment.  However  justly  Spinoza  may  deserve  condemna- 
tion for  his  Machiavelli-inspired  hard-heartedness,  it  is  to  be 
feared  that  Cohen  has  not  remained  innocent  of  the  opposite 
extreme.  Since  he  attacks  Spinoza  in  the  name  of  Judaism,  it 
may  suffice  here  to  quote  a Jewish  saying:  “but  for  the  fear  of 
the  government,  men  would  swallow  each  other  alive.”  51 
One  may  doubt  whether  Cohen’s  political  teaching  is  un- 
qualifiedly superior  to  Spinoza’s  from  the  moral  point  of  view. 
Cohen  rejects  war.”  On  the  other  hand  he  does  not  reject 
revolution  although,  as  he  emphasizes,  Kant  had  “coordinated 
wars  to  revolutions.”  Revolutions  are  political  but  not  legal 
acts  and  hence  the  state  is  not  simply  law;  they  “suspend” 
positive  law  but  are  justified  by  natural  law.  They  do  not  nec- 
essarily occur  without  the  killing  of  human  beings;  Cohen, 
the  sworn  enemy  of  capital  punishment,  reflects  only  on  the 
death  of  the  revolutionary  martyrs”  who  voluntarily  sacrifice 
their  lives,  but  not  on  the  death  of  their  victims.  Kant  had 
questioned  the  legitimacy  of  revolution  on  the  ground  that  its 
maxim  does  not  stand  the  test  of  publicity  which  in  his  view 
every  honest  maxim  stands:  the  preparation  of  every  revolu- 
tion is  necessarily  conspiratorial  or  secret.  To  counter  this 
argument  Cohen  observes  that  the  moral  basis  of  revolutions 
is  the  original  contract  which,  “being  only  an  idea,  is  always 
only  an  interior,  hence  secret  presupposition.”  The  same  rea- 
soning would  lead  to  the  further  conclusion  that  the  original 
contract,  nay,  Cohen’s  theology  must  never  be  publicly  men- 
tioned, let  alone  be  taught.  It  is  altogether  fitting  that  Cohen, 
who  was  no  friend  of  “the  irrational”  or  of  “mysticism,”  should 
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be  driven  in  his  defense  of  the  revolutionary  principle  to  be- 
come friendly  to  the  “irrational”  and  to  “mysticism.”  52  To  say 
nothing  of  other  things,  he  would  never  have  been  driven  to 
this  surrender  of  reason  if  he  had  taken  seriously  the  law  of 
reason  or  the  natural  law  which  may  be  said  to  indicate  the 
right  mean  between  hard-heartedness  and  soft-heartedness. 

While  admitting  “the  deep  injustice”  of  Cohen’s  judgment 
on  Spinoza,  Rosenzweig  asserts  that  Cohen  has  honestly  com- 
plied in  his  critique  of  the  Theologico-political  Treatise  with 
the  duty  of  scholarly  objectivity.63  This  assertion  must  be 
qualified.  Since  Cohen  accuses  Spinoza  of  having  been  unfair 
in  his  treatment  of  the  universalism  of  the  prophets,  one  must 
consider  in  fairness  to  Spinoza  whether  the  Jewish  tradition 
with  which  Spinoza  was  directly  confronted  had  preserved 
intact  that  universalism.  Cohen  failed  to  make  this  investiga- 
tion. Once  one  makes  it,  one  observes  that  Spinoza  recognized 
the  universalism  of  the  prophets  in  some  respects  more  clearly 
than  did  some  of  the  greatest  traditional  Jewish  authorities. 
In  his  critique  of  Spinoza  Cohen  is  silent  about  the  fact, 
which  he  mentions  elsewhere,  that  prophetic  universalism 
had  become  obscured  in  later  times  for  easily  understandable 
reasons.64  Cohen  is  particularly  indignant  about  Spinoza’s 
using  a remark  of  Maimonides  in  order  to  prove  that  accord- 
ing to  Judaism  non-Jews  cannot  be  saved  unless  they  believe 
in  the  Mosaic  revelation,65  i.e.  unless,  as  one  is  tempted  to 
say,  they  are  Christians  or  Muslims.  More  precisely,  Spinoza 
quotes  a passage  from  Maimonides’  Code  in  which  it  is  said 
that  a Gentile  is  pious  and  has  a share  in  the  world  to  come 
if  he  performs  the  seven  commandments  given  to  Noah  qua 
commanded  by  God  in  the  Torah,  but  that  if  he  performs 
them  because  of  a decision  of  reason,  he  does  not  belong  to 
the  pious  Gentiles  or  to  the  wise  ones.  Cohen  accuses  Spinoza 
of  having  used  a false  reading  of  a single  passage  of  the 
Code — of  a passage  which  expresses  only  Maimonides’  private 
opinion  and  which  in  addition  is  contradicted  by  two  other 
passages  of  the  Code — in  order  to  deny  the  universalism  of 
post-biblical  Judaism.  He  (or  the  authority  to  which  he  defers) 
notes  that  according  to  the  most  authoritative  commentator  on 
the  Code,  Joseph  Caro,  the  qualification  stated  by  Maimonides 
(viz.  that  piety  requires  recognition  of  the  Mosaic  revelation) 
is  his  private  opinion,  but  Cohen  fails  to  add  that  Caro  adds 
that  the  opinion  is  correct.  Caro  would  not  have  said  this  if 
Maimonides’  opinion  contradicts  the  consensus  of  Judaism. 
Cohen  (or  his  authority)  also  notes  that,  according  to  the  most 
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authentic  text  of  the  Code,  the  Gentile  who  performs  the 
seven  Noahidic  commandments  because  of  a decision  of 
reason  does  not  indeed  belong  to  the  pious  Gentiles  but  to 
the  wise  ones.56  But  Cohen  does  not  show  that  Spinoza  knew 
that  reading  to  be  the  most  authentic  reading.  The  reading 
used  by  Spinoza  is  still  the  common  reading  which  it  would 
not  he  if  it  were  in  shocking  contrast  to  the  consensus  of 
Judaism  as  Cohen  asserts  and  hence  would  have  shocked 
every  Jewish  reader.57  In  addition,  the  allegedly  best  reading 
does  not  necessarily  improve  the  fate  of  the  wise  Gentiles 
unless  one  proves  first  that  the  fate  of  the  wise  Gentiles 
is  as  good  as  that  of  the  pious  Gentiles.  Cohen  finally  asserts 
that  the  passage  in  question  contradicts  two  other  passages 
of  the  Code  which  in  his  opinion  do  not  demand  that  the  pious 
Gentile  believe  in  the  revealed  character  of  the  Torah.  It 
suffices  to  say  that  the  two  passages  are  silent  on  what  pre- 
cisely constitutes  the  piety  of  the  Gentiles  and  are  therefore  ir- 
relevant to  the  issue.68  Cohen  also  refers  to  a different  treat- 
ment of  the  subject  in  Maimonides’  commentary  on  the 
Mishna;  but  this  merely  leads  to  the  further  question  whether 
that  commentary,  composed  much  earlier  than  the  Code,  is 
equal  in  authority  to  it.  But,  to  return  to  the  main  issue,  i.e. 
whether  the  ordinary  reading,  used  by  Spinoza,  of  the  passage 
under  consideration  makes  sense  as  a Maimonidean  utterance: 
can  Maimonides  have  taught,  as  Spinoza  asserts  he  did,  that 
Gentiles  who  perform  the  seven  Noahidic  commandments 
because  reason  decides  so  are  not  wise  men?  The  answer  is 
simple:  Maimonides  must  have  taught  it  because  he  denied 
that  there  are  any  rational  commandments.  Cohen  might  have 
objected  to  this  argument  on  the  ground  that  if  Maimonides’ 
denial  of  the  rationality  of  any  commandments  or  laws  were 
his  last  word,  he  could  not  well  have  attempted  to  show  that 
all  or  almost  all  commandments  of  the  Torah  have  “rea- 
sons.”59  The  reply  is  obvious:  according  to  Maimonides  all 
or  almost  all  commandments  of  the  Torah  serve  the  purpose 
of  eradicating  idolatry,  an  irrational  practice,  and  are  in  this 
sense  rational”;  they  are  rational  in  the  sense  in  which,  not 
a healthy  body  but  a medicine  is  “healthy.”  60  One  could  say 
that  Maimonides’  denial  of  the  rationality  of  any  law  is  implied 
in  the  incriminated  passage  itself  regardless  of  which  of  the 
two  ^readings  one  prefers;  for  the  term  which  Cohen  renders 
by  “reason”  ( da' at ) does  not  necessarily  mean  reason  in 
particular  but  may  mean  thought  or  opinion  in  general:  61  it 
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makes  sense  both  to  assert  and  to  deny  that  opinion  justifies 
the  seven  Noahidic  commandments. 

These  and  similar  considerations  do  not  affect  the  main 
issue,  namely,  the  fact  that  Cohen  may  well  be  right  in  as- 
serting that  Spinoza  acted  ignobly  in  basing  his  denial  of  the 
universalism  of  traditional,  post-prophetic  Judaism  on  a single 
Maimonidean  utterance.  In  the  words  of  Rosenzweig,  beneath 
the  deep  injustice  of  Cohen’s  judgment  lies  its  still  much 
deeper  justification.  What  Rosenzweig  meant  may  be  stated 
as  follows.  Cohen  was  a more  profound  thinker  than  Spinoza 
because  unlike  Spinoza  he  did  not  take  for  granted  the  philo- 
sophic detachment  or  freedom  from  the  tradition  of  his  own 
people;  that  detachment  is  “unnatural,”  not  primary,  but  the 
outcome  of  a liberation  from  the  primary  attachment,  of  an 
alienation,  a break,  a betrayal.  The  primary  is  fidelity,  and  the 
sympathy  and  love  which  go  with  fidelity.  Genuine  fidelity  to 
a tradition  is  not  the  same  as  literalist  traditionalism  and  is  in 
fact  incompatible  with  it.  It  consists  in  preserving  not  simply 
the  tradition  but  the  continuity  of  the  tradition.  As  fidelity  to 
a living  and  hence  changing  tradition,  it  requires  that  one 
distinguish  between  the  living  and  the  dead,  the  flame  and  the 
ashes,  the  gold  and  the  dross:  the  loveless  Spinoza  sees  only 
the  ashes,  not  the  flame,  only  the  letter,  not  the  spirit.  He  is 
not  excusable  on  the  ground  that  Jewish  thought  may  have 
declined  in  the  centuries  preceding  him  from  its  greatest 
height;  for  he  “on  whose  extraction,  whose  gifts,  whose  learn- 
ing the  Jews  had  put  the  greatest  hope”  was  under  an  obliga- 
tion to  understand  contemporary  Judaism,  and  still  more  Mai- 
monides,  to  say  nothing  of  Scripture  itself,  in  the  light  of  the 
highest  or,  if  necessary,  better  than  they  understood  them- 
selves. Within  a living  tradition,  the  new  is  not  the  opposite  of 
the  old  but  its  deepening:  one  does  not  understand  the  old 
in  its  depth  unless  one  understands  it  in  the  light  of  such 
deepening;  the  new  does  not  emerge  through  the  rejection  or 
annihilation  of  the  old  but  through  its  metamorphosis  or  re- 
shaping. “And  it  is  a question  whether  such  reshaping  is  not 
the  best  form  of  annihilation.”  62  This  is  indeed  the  question: 
whether  the  loyal  and  loving  reshaping  or  reinterpretation  of 
the  inherited,  or  the  pitiless  burning  of  the  hitherto  worshiped 
is  the  best  form  of  annihilation  of  the  antiquated,  i.e.  of  the 
untrue  or  bad.  On  the  answer  to  this  question  the  ultimate 
judgment  on  Spinoza  as  well  as  on  Cohen  will  depend:  is  the 
right  interpretation  “idealizing”  interpretation,  i.e.  the  inter- 
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pretation  of  a teaching  in  the  light  of  its  highest  possibility 
regardless  of  whether  or  not  that  highest  possibility  was  known 
to  the  originator,  or  is  it  historical  interpretation  proper,  which 
understands  a teaching  as  meant  by  its  originator?  Is  the 
conservatism  which  is  generally  speaking  the  wise  maxim 
of  practice  also  the  sacred  law  of  theory? 

It  would  not  be  reasonable  to  demand  from  Cohen  that 
he  should  give  the  benefit  of  idealizing  interpretation  to  Spi- 
noza who  had  become  an  ingredient  of  the  modern  tradition  on 
which  Cohen’s  philosophy  as  a philosophy  of  culture  is  based. 
For  the  kind  of  interpretation  which  Spinoza  calls  for  is  not 
idealizing,  since  his  own  doctrine  is  not  idealistic.  As  was 
shown  before,  Cohen’s  political  philosophy  did  not  pay  suffi- 
cient attention  to  the  harsh  political  verities  which  Spinoza 
has  stated  so  forcefully.  Accordingly,  he  does  not  pay  sufficient 
attention  to  the  harsh  necessity  to  which  Spinoza  bowed  by 
writing  in  the  manner  in  which  he  wrote.  He  did  not  under- 
stand Spinoza’s  style,  which  was  indeed  entirely  different 
from  his  own.  Cohen  sometimes  writes  like  a commentator  on 
a commentary  on  an  already  highly  technical  text  and  hence 
like  a man  whose  thought  is  derivative  and  traditional  in  the 
extreme,  and  yet  he  surprises  time  and  again  with  strikingly 
expressed  original  and  weighty  thoughts.  Be  this  as  it  may,  he 
goes  so  far  as  to  deny  that  in  Spinoza’s  time  the  freest  minds 
were  compelled  to  withhold  and  to  deny  the  truth;  “Think  only 
of  Jean  Bodin  who  in  his  Heptaplomeres  not  only  directed 
the  strongest  attacks  against  Christianity  but  also  celebrated 
Judaism  most  highly.  It  must  appear  strange  that  this  writing, 
which  was  known  to  Leibniz  and  Thomasius,  which  was  at 
that  time  widely  distributed,  should  have  remained  unknown 
to  Spinoza.”  He  forgets  here  to  say  what  he  says  elsewhere: 
“Leibniz  had  seen  the  manuscript  of  the  Heptaplomeres  and 
had  advised  against  its  being  printed.”  63  It  was  not  printed 
before  the  nineteenth  century.  Once  one  takes  into  considera- 
tion the  consequences  of  persecution,  Spinoza’s  conduct  in 
the  Theologico-political  Treatise  ceases  to  be  that  “psycho- 
logical riddle”  which  Cohen  saw  in  it.  He  wondered  whether 
that  conduct  could  not  be  traced  to  the  fact  that  the  Spanish 
Jews’  feelings  of  anxiety  caused  by  the  terrors  of  the  Inquisi- 
tion had  eventually  turned  into  hatred  for  that  for  the  sake  of 
which  they  had  been  so  cruelly  persecuted.  A different  ex- 
planation was  suggested  by  Nietzsche  in  his  verses  addressed 
to  Spinoza.  After  having  paid  homage  to  Spinoza’s  amor  dei 
and  to  his  being  “blissful  through  intelligence,”  he  goes  on 
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to  say  that  beneath  the  love  of  the  “One  in  all”  there  was 
eating  a secret  desire  for  revenge:  am  Judengott  frass  Juden- 
hass.  Nietzsche  understood  Spinoza  in  his  own  image.  He 
traced  his  own  revolt  against  the  Christian  God  to  his  Christian 
conscience.  The  premise  of  this  explanation  is  Hegelian  dia- 
lectics: every  form  of  the  mind  perishes  through  its  antithesis 
which  it  necessarily  produces.  Spinoza’s  break  with  the  Torah 
is  the  consequence  of  the  Sithrei  Torah  in  the  double  sense  of 
the  expression,  the  secrets  of  the  Torah  and  the  contradictions 
of  the  Torah.  Spinoza  was  not  swayed  by  Hegelian  dialectics 
but  by  the  Aristotelian  principle  of  contradiction. 

Cohen  read  Spinoza  on  the  one  hand  not  literally  enough 
and  on  the  other  hand  much  too  literally;  he  understood  him 
too  literally  because  he  did  not  read  him  literally  enough. 
Hence,  he  did  not  find  his  way  among  the  contradictions  in 
which  the  Theologico-political  Treatise  abounds.  As  he  ex- 
claims on  one  occasion,  “no  reason  of  reasonable  men  can 
understand,  let  alone  overcome,  these  difficulties.”  A single 
example  must  here  suffice.  He  wonders  whether  Spinoza  does 
not  contradict  himself  by  admitting  that  the  Mosaic  law  is  a 
divine  law  although  he  understands  by  a divine  law  a law 
that  aims  only  at  the  highest  good,  i.e.  true  knowledge  of  God 
and  love  of  God,  or  intellectual  love  of  God;  and  he  denies 
that  the  Mosaic  law  aims  at  that  highest  good.  The  contra- 
diction disappears  once  one  considers  the  fact,  which  Cohen 
observes,  that  according  to  Spinoza  a law  may  also  be  called 
divine  with  a view  to  its  origin:  the  Mosaic  law  is  human  as 
regards  its  end,  since  it  aims  only  at  political  felicity,  but  it  is 
divine  qua  divinely  revealed.  Cohen  quotes  Spinoza’s  explana- 
tion: the  Mosaic  law  “may  be  called  the  law  of  God  or  divine 
law  since  we  believe  that  it  is  sanctioned  by  the  prophetic 
light.”  He  remarks:  “But  why  do  we  believe  this?  This  ques- 
tion is  not  answered  by  the  anonymous  author.”  But  does  not 
the  community  consisting  of  the  anonymous  author  who 
speaks  as  a Christian  and  his  Christian  readers  believe  it  as  a 
matter  of  course,  so  that  the  question  as  to  “why  we  believe 
it”  does  not  have  to  arise?  Spinoza  had  originally  said  that  the 
divine  law  aims  only  at  the  highest  good;  immediately  before 
saying  that  the  Mosaic  law  can  be  called  divine  with  a view 
to  its  origin  as  distinguished  from  its  aim,  he  says  according 
to  Cohen  that  the  divine  law  “consists  chiefly  in  the  highest 
good”:  hence,  Cohen  infers,  Spinoza  admits  now  a secondary 
content  of  the  divine  law  without  stating  immediately  what 
that  secondary  content  is,  namely,  the  sensual  means  which 
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sensual  men  need.  But  Spinoza  did  not  say  that  the  divine  law 
consists  in  the  highest  good;  he  says  that  it  consists  in  the 
prescriptions  regarding  the  means  required  for  achieving  the 
highest  good:  the  divine  law  consists  chiefly  of  the  pre- 
scriptions regarding  the  proximate  means  and  secondarily  of 
the  prescriptions  regarding  the  remote  means;  since  “sensual 
man”  is  incapable  of  intellectual  love  of  God,  his  needs  fall 
wholly  outside  of  the  divine  law  as  here  considered  by  Spinoza. 
It  must  be  added  that  according  to  Spinoza  even  the  divine 
law  in  the  strictest  sense  is  of  human  origin;  every  law  is 
prescribed  by  human  beings  to  themselves  or  to  other  human 
beings.  Cohen  throws  some  light  on  Spinoza’s  teaching  re- 
garding the  divine  law  by  making  this  remark  on  Spinoza’s 
assertion^  that  “the  highest  reward  of  the  divine  law  is  the  law 
itself  : here  he  has  literally  taken  over  a sentence  of  the 
Mishna  from  the  well-known  Sayings  of  the  Fathers,  only 
adding  the  word  ‘highest.’  ” Cohen  underestimates  the  im- 
portance of  Spinoza’s  addition:  Spinoza’s  egoistic  morality 
demands  for  the  fulfillment  of  the  commandments  rewards 
other  than  the  commandments  or  perhaps  additional  com- 
mandments; it  does  not  leave  room  for  martyrdom.64 

Rosenzweig  finds  Cohen  guilty  of  injustice  to  Spinoza  not 
because  of  defective  objectivity  but  rather  because  of  defective 
subjectivity,”  i.e.  of  “insufficient  reflection  about  the  condi- 
tions and  foundations  of  his  own  person.  He  ought  to  have 
made  his  attack  with  a clearer  consciousness  of  the  fact  that, 
not  indeed  he  himself,  but  the  times  which  had  bom  and 
raised  him,  Cohen  himself,  would  not  have  been  possible  with- 
out Spinoza.”  The  distinction  between  Cohen  himself  and 
his  time,  which  is  due  to  idealizing  or  apologetic  interpreta- 
tion, is  immaterial  here,  for  if  Cohen’s  thought  had  nothing 
to  do  with  the  thought  of  his  time,  he  would  not  have  met 
Spinoza  by  reflecting  about  the  presuppositions  of  “his  own 
person.”  Cohen  accuses  Spinoza  of  blindness  to  Biblical 
prophetism,  but  this  phenomenon  as  Cohen  understood  it  was 
brought  to  light  by  what  he  calls  “the  historical  understanding 
of  the  Bible,”  and  this  understanding  is  not  possible  with- 
out higher  criticism  of  the  Bible,  i.e.  without  a public  effort 
which  was  originated  with  the  necessary  comprehensiveness 
by  Spinoza.  Cohen  blames  Spinoza  for  disregarding  the 
difference  between  mythical  and  historical  elements  of  the 
Bible,  a distinction  which,  as  Cohen  states,  was  alien  to  our 
traditional  exegesis;  and  as  regards  the  doctrinal  elements 
of  the  Bible,  he  blames  him  for  not  distinguishing  between  the 
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less  and  the  more  mature  Biblical  statements;  he  blames  him 
for  the  immaturity  or  incompetence  of  his  Biblical  criticism, 
not  at  all  for  his  Biblical  criticism  itself:  for  Cohen,  Biblical 
criticism  is  a matter  of  course.  Similarly,  he  states  that 
Spinoza  opposed  rabbinical  Judaism,  especially  its  great 
concern  with  the  ceremonial  law,  and  that  his  sharp  opposition 
had  a certain  salutary  effect  on  the  liberation  of  opinion;  he 
notes  without  any  disapproval  that  “modern  Judaism”  has 
freed  itself  from  part  of  the  ceremonial  law;  he  fails  to  admit 
that  modern  Judaism  is  a synthesis  between  rabbinical  Judaism 
and  Spinoza.  As  for  Spinoza’s  denial  of  the  possibility  of 
miracles,  Cohen  gives  an  extremely  brief  summary  of  the 
chapter  which  Spinoza  devotes  to  the  subject  of  miracles 
without  saying  a word  in  defense  of  miracles.65  In  brief,  Cohen 
does  not  discuss  at  all  the  issue  between  Spinoza  and  Jewish 
orthodoxy,  i.e.  the  only  issue  with  which  Spinoza  could  have 
been  concerned,  since  there  was  no  modern  or  liberal  Judaism 
in  his  time.  One  may  say  that  in  his  critique  of  Spinoza  Cohen 
commits  the  typical  mistake  of  the  conservative,  which  con- 
sists in  concealing  the  fact  that  the  continuous  and  changing 
tradition  which  he  cherishes  so  greatly  would  never  have  come 
into  being  through  conservatism,  or  without  discontinuities, 
revolutions,  and  sacrileges  committed  at  the  beginning  of  the 
cherished  tradition  and  at  least  silently  repeated  in  its  course. 

This  much  is  certain:  Cohen’s  critique  of  Spinoza  does  not 
come  to  grips  with  the  fact  that  Spinoza’s  critique  is  directed 
against  the  whole  body  of  authoritative  teachings  and  rules 
known  in  Spinoza’s  time  as  Judaism  and  still  maintained  in 
Cohen’s  time  by  Jewish  orthodoxy.  Cohen  took  it  for  granted 
that  Spinoza  had  refuted  orthodoxy  as  such.  Owing  to  the 
collapse  of  “the  old  thinking”  it  became  then  necessary  to 
examine  the  Theologico-political  Treatise  with  a view  to  the 
question  of  whether  Spinoza  had  in  fact  refuted  orthodoxy. 
Cohen’s  critique  remained  helpful  for  this  purpose  almost 
only  in  so  far  as  it  had  destroyed  the  prejudice  in  favor  of 
Spinoza,  or  the  canonization  of  Spinoza  by  German  or  Jewish 
romanticism,  to  say  nothing  of  the  canonization  by  liberalism. 
Cohen’s  critique  had  the  additional  merit  that  it  was  directed 
chiefly  against  the  Theologico-political  Treatise.  The  seeming 
neglect  of  the  Ethics  proved  to  be  sound,  and  thus  to  be  ob- 
ligatory for  the  re-examination  of  Spinoza’s  critique  of  ortho- 
doxy, for  the  following  reason.  The  Ethics  starts  from  explicit 
premises  by  the  granting  of  which  one  has  already  implicitly 
granted  the  absurdity  of  orthodoxy  and  even  of  Judaism  as 
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understood  by  Cohen  or  Rosenzweig;  at  first  glance  these 
premises  seem  to  be  arbitrary  and  hence  to  beg  the  whole 
question.  They  are  not  evident  in  themselves  but  they  are 
thought  to  become  evident  through  their  alleged  result:  they 
and  only  they  are  held  to  make  possible  the  clear  and  distinct 
account  of  everything;  in  the  light  of  the  clear  and  distinct 
account,  the  Biblical  account  appears  to  be  confused.  The 
Ethics  thus  begs  the  decisive  question,  the  question  as  to 
whether  the  clear  and  distinct  account  is  as  such  true  and 
not  merely  a plausible  hypothesis.  In  the  Theologico-political 
Treatise,  however,  Spinoza  starts  from  premises  that  are 
granted  to  him  by  the  believers  in  revelation;  he  attempts  to 
refute  them  on  the  bases  of  Scripture,  of  theologoumena 
formulated  by  traditional  authorities,  and  of  what  one  may 
call  common  sense.  For  in  the  Treatise  Spinoza  addresses  men 
who  are  still  believers  and  whom  he  intends  to  liberate  from 
their  prejudices”  so  that  they  can  begin  to  philosophize; 
the  Treatise  is  Spinoza’s  introduction  to  philosophy. 

The  results  of  this  examination  of  Spinoza’s  critique  may 
be  summarized  as  follows.  If  orthodoxy  claims  to  know  that 
the  Bible  is  divinely  revealed,  that  every  word  of  the  Bible 
is  divinely  inspired,  that  Moses  was  the  writer  of  the  Penta- 
teuch, that  the  miracles  recorded  in  the  Bible  have  happened 
and  similar  things,  Spinoza  has  refuted  orthodoxy.  But  the 
case  is  entirely  different  if  orthodoxy  limits  itself  to  asserting 
that  it  believes  the  aforementioned  things,  i.e.  that  they 
cannot  claim  to  possess  the  binding  power  peculiar  to  the 
known.  For  all  assertions  of  orthodoxy  rest  on  the  irrefutable 
premise  that  the  omnipotent  God  whose  will  is  unfathomable, 
whose  ways  are  not  our  ways,  who  has  decided  to  dwell  in 
the  thick  darkness,  may  exist.  Given  this  premise,  miracles 
and  revelations  in  general,  and  hence  all  Biblical  miracles  and 
revelations  in  particular,  are  possible.  Spinoza  has  not  suc- 
ceeded in  showing  that  this  premise  is  contradicted  by  any- 
thing we  know.  For  what  we  are  said  to  know,  for  example, 
regarding  the  age  of  the  solar  system,  has  been  established 
on  the  basis  of  the  assumption  that  the  solar  system  has  come 
into  being  naturally;  miraculously  it  could  have  come  into 
being  in  the  way  described  by  the  Bible.  It  is  only  naturally 
or  humanly  impossible  that  the  “first”  Isaiah  should  have 
known  the  name  of  the  founder  of  the  Persian  empire;  it  was 
not  impossible  for  the  omnipotent  God  to  reveal  to  him  that 
name.  The  orthodox  premise  cannot  be  refuted  by  experience 
or  by  recourse  to  the  principle  of  contradiction.  An  indirect 
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proof  of  this  is  the  fact  that  Spinoza  and  his  like  owed  such 
success  as  they  had  in  their  fight  against  orthodoxy  to  laughter 
and  mockery.  By  means  of  mockery  they  attempted  to  laugh 
orthodoxy  out  of  its  position  from  which  it  could  not  be  dis- 
lodged by  any  proofs  supplied  by  Scripture  or  by  reason.  One 
is  tempted  to  say  that  mockery  does  not  succeed  the  refutation 
of  the  orthodox  tenets  but  is  itself  the  refutation.  The  genuine 
refutation  of  orthodoxy  would  require  the  proof  that  the 
world  and  human  life  are  perfectly  intelligible  without  the 
assumption  of  a mysterious  God;  it  would  require  at  least  the 
success  of  the  philosophic  system:  man  has  to  show  himself 
theoretically  and  practically  as  the  master  of  the  world  and 
the  master  of  his  life;  the  merely  given  world  must  be  replaced 
by  the  world  created  by  man  theoretically  and  practically. 
Spinoza’s  Ethics  attempts  to  be  the  system  but  it  does  not  suc- 
ceed; the  clear  and  distinct  account  of  everything  that  it 
presents  remains  fundamentally  hypothetical.  As  a conse- 
quence, its  cognitive  status  is  not  different  from  that  of  the 
orthodox  account.  Certain  it  is  that  Spinoza  cannot  legitimately 
deny  the  possibility  of  revelation.  But  to  grant  that  revelation 
is  possible  means  to  grant  that  the  philosophic  account  and 
the  philosophic  way  of  life  are  not  necessarily,  not  evidently, 
the  true  account  and  the  right  way  of  life:  philosophy,  the 
quest  for  evident  and  necessary  knowledge,  rests  itself  on  an 
unevident  decision,  on  an  act  of  the  will,  just  as  faith  does. 
Hence  the  antagonism  between  Spinoza  and  Judaism,  between 
unbelief  and  belief,  is  ultimately  not  theoretical  but  moral. 

For  the  understanding  of  that  moral  antagonism  the  Jewish 
designation  of  the  unbeliever  as  Epicurean  seemed  to  be  help- 
ful, especially  since  from  every  point  of  view  Epicureanism 
may  be  said  to  be  the  classic  form  of  the  critique  of  re- 
ligion and  the  basic  stratum  of  the  tradition  of  the  critique 
of  religion.  Epicureanism  is  hedonism,  and  traditional  Judaism 
always  suspects  that  all  theoretical  and  practical  revolts  against 
the  Torah  are  inspired  by  the  desire  to  throw  off  the  yoke 
of  the  stern  and  exacting  duties  so  that  one  can  indulge  in  a 
life  of  pleasure.  Epicureanism  can  lead  only  to  a mercenary 
morality  whereas  traditional  Jewish  morality  is  not  mercenary: 
“The  reward  for  [the  fulfillment  of]  the  commandment  is  the 
commandment.”  Epicureanism  is  so  radically  mercenary  that 
it  conceives  of  its  theoretical  doctrines  as  the  means  for 
liberating  the  mind  from  the  terrors  of  religious  fear,  of  the 
fear  of  death,  and  of  natural  necessity.  Characteristically, 
modern  unbelief  is  indeed  no  longer  Epicurean.  It  is  no  longer 
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cautious  or  retiring,  not  to  say  cowardly,  but  bold  and  active. 
Whereas  Epicureanism  fights  the  religious  “delusion”  because 
of  its  terrible  character,  modem  unbelief  fights  it  because  it 
is  a delusion:  regardless  of  whether  religion  is  terrible  or  com- 
forting, qua  delusion  it  makes  men  oblivious  of  the  real  goods, 
of  the  enjoyment  of  the  real  goods,  and  thus  seduces  them 
into  being  cheated  of  the  real,  “this-worldly”  goods  by  their 
spiritual  or  temporal  rulers  who  “live”  from  that  delusion. 
Liberated  from  the  religious  delusion,  awakened  to  sober 
awareness  of  his  real  situation,  taught  by  bad  experiences 
that  he  is  threatened  by  a stingy,  hostile  nature,  man  recognizes 
as  his  sole  salvation  and  duty,  not  so  much  “to  cultivate  his 
garden  as  in  the  first  place  to  plant  a garden  by  making  him- 
self the  master  and  owner  of  nature.  But  this  whole  enterprise 
requires,  above  all,  political  action,  revolution,  a life  and 
death  struggle:  the  Epicurean  who  wishes  to  live  securely 
and  retiredly  must  transform  himself  into  an  “idealist”  who 
has  learned  to  fight  and  to  die  for  honor  and  truth.  But  in 
proportion  as  the  systematic  effort  to  liberate  man  completely 
from  all  non-human  bonds  seems  to  succeed,  the  doubt  in- 
creases whether  the  goal  is  not  fantastic — whether  man  has 
not  become  smaller  and  more  miserable  in  proportion  as  the 
systematic  civilization  progresses.  Eventually  the  belief  that 
by  pushing  ever  farther  back  the  “natural  limits”  man  will 
advance  to  ever  greater  freedom,  that  he  can  subjugate  nature 
and  prescribe  to  it  his  laws,  begins  to  wither.  In  this  stage  the 
religious . delusion”  is  rejected  not  because  it  is  terrible  but  be- 
cause it  is  comforting:  religion  is  not  a tool  which  man  has 
forged  for  dark  reasons  in  order  to  torment  himself,  to  make 
life  unnecessarily  difficult,  but  a way  out  chosen  for  obvious 
reasons  in  order  to  escape  from  the  terror,  the  exposedness 
and  the  hopelessness  of  life  which  cannot  be  eradicated  by  any 
progress  of  civilization.  A new  kind  of  fortitude  which  forbids 
itself,  every  flight  from  the  horror  of  life  into  comforting 
delusion,  which  accepts  the  eloquent  descriptions  of  “the 
misery  of  man  without  God”  as  an  additional  proof  of  the 
goodness  of  its  cause,  reveals  itself  eventually  as  the  ultimate 
and  purest  ground  for  the  rebellion  against  revelation.  This 
new  fortitude,  being  the  willingness  to  look  man’s  forsakenness 
in  its  face,  being  the  courage  to  welcome  the  most  terrible 
truth,  is  “probity,”  “intellectual  probity.”  This  final  atheism 
with  a good  conscience,  or  with  a bad  conscience,  is  dis- 
tinguished by  its  conscientiousness  from  the  atheism  at  which 
the  past  shuddered.  Compared  not  only  with  Epicureanism 
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but  with  the  unbelief  of  the  age  of  Spinoza,  it  reveals  itself 
as  a descendant  of  Biblical  morality.  This  atheism,  the  heir 
and  the  judge  of  the  belief  in  revelation,  of  the  secular 
struggle  between  belief  and  unbelief,  and  finally  of  the  short- 
lived but  by  no  means  therefore  inconsequential  romantic 
longing  for  the  lost  belief,  confronting  orthodoxy  in  complex 
sophistication  formed  out  of  gratitude,  rebellion,  longing  and 
indifference,  and  in  simple  probity,  is  according  to  its  claim 
as  capable  of  an  original  understanding  of  the  human  roots  of 
the  belief  in  God,  as  no  earlier,  no  less  complex-simple  phi- 
losophy ever  was.  The  last  word  and  the  ultimate  justification 
of  Spinoza’s  critique  is  the  atheism  from  intellectual  probity 
which  overcomes  orthodoxy  radically  by  understanding  it 
radically,  i.e.  without  the  polemical  bitterness  of  the  Enlight- 
enment and  the  equivocal  reverence  of  romanticism.  Yet  this 
claim  however  eloquently  raised  can  not  deceive  one  about 
the  fact  that  its  basis  is  an  act  of  will,  of  belief,  and,  being 
based  on  belief,  is  fatal  to  any  philosophy. 

The  victory  of  orthodoxy  through  the  self-destruction  of 
rational  philosophy  was  not  an  unmitigated  blessing,  for  it  was 
a victory  not  of  Jewish  orthodoxy  but  of  any  orthodoxy,  and 
Jewish  orthodoxy  based  its  claim  to  superiority  to  other  reli- 
gions from  the  beginning  on  its  superior  rationality  (Deuteron- 
omy 4: 6)  . Apart  from  this,  the  hierarchy  of  moralities  and  wills 
to  which  the  final  atheism  referred  could  not  but  be  claimed 
to  be  intrinsically  true,  theoretically  true:  “the  will  to  power” 
of  the  strong  or  of  the  weak  may  be  the  ground  of  every  other 
doctrine;  it  is  not  the  ground  of  the  doctrine  of  the  will  to 
power:  the  will  to  power  was  said  to  be  a fact.  Other  obser- 
vations and  experiences  confirmed  the  suspicion  that  it  would 
be  unwise  to  say  farewell  to  reason.  I began  therefore  to 
wonder  whether  the  self-destruction  of  reason  was  not  the 
inevitable  outcome  of  modern  rationalism  as  distinguished 
from  pre-modern  rationalism,  especially  Jewish-medieval  ra- 
tionalism and  its  classical  (Aristotelian  and  Platonic)  founda- 
tion. The  present  study  was  based  on  the  premise,  sanctioned 
by  powerful  prejudice,  that  a return  to  pre-modern  philosophy 
is  impossible.  The  change  of  orientation  compelled  me  to 
engage  in  a number  of  studies  in  the  course  of  which  I became 
ever  more  attentive  to  the  manner  in  which  heterodox  thinkers 
of  earlier  ages  wrote  their  books.  As  a consequence  of  this, 
I now  read  the  Theologico-political  Treatise  differently  than  I 
read  it  when  I was  young.  I understood  Spinoza  too  literally 
because  I did  not  read  him  literally  enough. 
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From  the  Ancient  Faith  to  a New 
Historical  Consciousness  * 

by  Yitzhak  F.  Baer 


In  the  second  half  of  the  seventeenth  century,  the  founda- 
tions of  the  old  Jewish  faith  were  already  undermined  from 
two  sides  by  rationalism  and  by  the  self-contradictions  of  the 
Messiah  doctrine.  Nevertheless,  the  Judaism  recognized  as 
legitimate  continued  to  exist  until  the  middle  of  the  eighteenth 
century,  still  unshaken  in  its  ancient  constitution  and  spiritual 
character.  Essentially,  this  Judaism  remained  as  it  had  been 
two  thousand  years  before,  or  at  least,  if  it  had  developed, 
it  had  developed  only  in  nuances.  It  still  upheld  the  same 
eschatological  concepts  of  history,  with  the  chosen  people 
as  center — except  that  the  framework  of  this  concept  had  been 
enlarged  in  the  course  of  the  centuries  to  include  the  historical 
and  philosophical  materials  that  had  gradually  accumulated 
around  it. 

Inner  attitudes  to  history  changed  very  slowly.  Out  of  the 
compact  and  somewhat  pugnacious  doctrine  of  election  had 
grown  a naive  mythology  of  history  full  of  wonderful  light 
and  an  involved  and  metaphysical  system  of  historical  specu- 
lation, half  magical  in  its  atmosphere.  A rational  philosophical 
trend  that  prepared  the  way  for  later  skepticism  split  off  from 
this  system.  But  it  all  still  remained  within  an  identical  his- 
torical framework,  secured  by  tradition  and  by  the  naive 
faith  of  the  people  against  essential  changes.  The  most  exalted 
speculations,  the  soberest  rationalism,  the  grayest  tones  of 
everyday  life — all  remained  bound  to  the  firm  realities  of 
people,  land,  and  Torah,  past  and  future  greatness,  and  the 


* From  Galut  (In  Exile),  Robert  Warshow,  trans.,  New  York, 
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inexplicable  sufferings  of  the  Galut.  The  people  are  kept 
together  by  a national  consciousness  unique  in  the  world. 
The  land  is  the  real  land  of  Palestine,  however  veiled  by 
religious  imagination  and  mystery,  however  bereft  by  political 
circumstances  of  its  beauty  and  productivity.  And  the  much 
criticized  talmudic  dialectic  still  leads  always  back  to  the 
miracle  of  the  Torah.  The  religion  renews  itself  in  every 
generation  through  a strength  that  comes  from  the  people 
and  is  at  the  same  time  mythos  and  purest  intellect.  The  day- 
to-day  fate  of  the  people  is  still  completely  comprehended — 
as  it  was  in  the  days  of  the  Bible — through  a firm  faith  in 
the  direct  influence  of  God  upon  every  historical  event.  This 
is  no  timid  spinning  out  of  old  dreams,  nor  is  it  mere  inertia 
under  the  burden  of  an  incomprehensible  destiny;  rather,  it 
is  a system  of  religious  concepts — complete  in  itself,  if  over- 
loaded—of  which  every  representative  of  the  tradition  can 
give  a clear  account. 

This  old  system  of  thought  is  by  no  means  unhistorical, 
for  it  has  history  as  its  foundation;  the  decisive  historical 
events  of  ancient  and  recent  times  retained  their  fixed  place 
m Jewish  thought,  more  than  in  other  religious  systems, 
becoming  milestones  in  the  story  of  the  testing  of  God’s 
people.  No  complex  historiography  could  develop  out  of  this 
system,  for  at  bottom  it  is  always  a repetition  of  the  same 
ideas  applied  to  the  changing  materials  of  history.  Precisely 
the  last  epochs  before  the  emancipation  yield  very  numerous 
accounts  dealing  with  individual  historical  events,  which  are 
always  treated  as  new  examples  for  the  trial,  proving,  and 
delivery  of  the  people  of  God;  the  apocalyptic  visions,  which 
continue  almost  to  this  time,  are  the  constantly  repeated  ex- 
pression of  an  unshaken  spirit  that  sees  in  history  the  signs 
of  the  coming  end. 

The  greatness  and  unity  of  this  religious  world  are  not 
essentially  disturbed  by  the  frequently  abstruse  forms  of  its 
expression  or  the  unpleasant  external  circumstances  of  social 
and  economic  life.  The  community  life  of  the  Jews  of  this 
time  displays  no  weaknesses  that  are  not  to  be  found  also 
m the  Christian  bourgeois  society.  The  much  criticized  Jewish 
factors  and  agents  in  the  courts  of  the  German  nobles  did 
their  good  and  their  evil  acts,  just  like  the  Christian  courtiers 
of  the  time.  The  economic  behavior  of  the  Jews  of  the  time 
displays  the  general  virtues  and  vices  of  early  capitalism— 
to  the  extent,  at  least,  that  the  business  affairs  of  Jews  de- 
veloped sufficiently  to  warrant  the  use  of  such  a term.  There 
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never  were  any  specific,  religiously  determined,  Jewish  eco- 
nomic traits.  The  exigencies  of  the  Galut  forced  the  Jews  to 
do  the  best  they  could  with  the  few  means  of  livelihood  that 
were  open  to  them.  Commerce  with  its  drudgery  and  constant 
risk  is  regarded  as  a burden  imposed  by  heaven,  as  a form  of 
asceticism  in  a dismal  world,  but  never  as  a value  in  itself, 
and  economic  success  is  no  subject  for  religious  contemplation. 
All  of  the  above  is  not  noted  to  extenuate  the  faults  of  this 
generation;  but  it  must  be  understood  that  these  faults  were 
observed  and  criticized  by  the  Jews  themselves  as  abuses 
and  signs  of  worldliness. 

In  the  last  decade  of  the  seventeenth  century,  however, 
rationalism  began  its  victorious  progress  through  the  world. 
In  Holland  and  England,  the  principle  of  religious  toleration 
was  first  proclaimed,  and  was  applied,  in  part,  to  the  Jews. 
The  Jews  were  given  no  equality  in  terms  of  politics  and 
citizenship,  but  they  were  permitted  to  practice  their  religion 
freely  and  were  guaranteed  a degree  of  human  consideration 
that  had  never  before  been  accorded  to  Jews  anywhere  in 
the  world.  This  was  at  a time  when  in  the  Catholic  countries 
of  Southern  and  Eastern  Europe,  especially  in  Poland,  the 
treatment  of  the  Jews  was  determined  by  the  blackest  bigotry 
or  the  most  senseless  superstition,  and  when  in  Protestant 
Germany  the  Jews  were  hemmed  in  by  a frustrating  system 
of  restrictions  that  was  about  to  lose  its  religious  trappings 
and  turn  into  an  instrument  of  race  hatred  and  racist  politics. 

In  the  more  favorable  intellectual  atmosphere  of  the  west- 
ern countries,  which  gradually  spread  also  to  Germany, 
there  arose  a new  approach  to  the  basic  questions  of  Jewish 
life.  The  Jews  who  partook  of  the  new  rationalism  were  not, 
like  da  Costa  and  Spinoza,  rebels  against  an  established  way 
of  life;  they  were  simply  skeptics  and  men  of  pleasure,  or  even 
men  who,  with  no  thought  of  undermining  the  tradition  that 
had  been  handed  down  to  them,  gave  up  their  political  ties 
and  their  responsibility  to  the  Jewish  nation  as  a whole,  and 
tried  to  make  themselves  as  comfortable  as  possible  in  their 
“homes”  in  the  Golah  (“Exile”).  Such  types  had  always 
existed,  but  from  the  end  of  the  seventeenth  century  on  they 
became  steadily  more  numerous  until  they  finally  stood  in 
the  foreground  of  Jewish  life. 

The  first  clear  evidence  of  this  new  attitude  may  be  found 
in  the  book  Sefat  Emet  (“Language  of  Truth”),  by  Moshe 
Chagis  (published  in  Amsterdam,  1707).  Chagis  came  to 
Western  Europe  as  an  envoy  from  Jerusalem  in  order  to 
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collect  money  for  Palestine,  if  possible  to  improve  the  methods 
of  collecting  money,  and,  as  was  customary  with  the  sheluhim 
( envoys  ) , to  preach  to  the  Jews  and  turn  their  hearts  toward 
the  Holy  Land.  In  passionate  words  taken  from  the  tradition, 
he  preached  to  the  Jews  of  the  real  and  religious  significance 
of  Palestine.  But  the  lukewarm  and  the  skeptical  among  the 
Sephardic  Jews  greeted  him  with  doubt  and  indifference.  Their 
arguments  were  old,  but  at  this  moment  they  had  a special 
importance,  for  they  represented  the  starting  point  of  the 
theories  of  two  centuries.  The  value  of  the  Holy  Land  is  called 
into  question  with  the  usual  arguments  about  the  desolation 
of  the  country  and  the  unfortunate  conditions  prevailing  there 
in  respect  to  political  affairs  and  within  the  Jewish  community. 
The  assertion  is  made  that,  until  the  redemption,  every  country 
is  as  good  as  Palestine;  that  God  hears  men’s  prayers  every- 
where; that  indeed  it  is  contrary  to  God’s  command  to  live 
in  Palestine,  for  Palestine  must  lie  waste  until  the  end  of 
days.  This  is  Marrano  theology  in  a modernized  and  more 
comfortable  form. 

Chagis  can  classify  these  arguments  as  coming  from  skeptics 
who  throw  off  the  yoke  of  the  commandments  and  think  only 
of  enjoying  their  wealth  and  their  new  political  freedom. 
They  consider  their  present  home  their  Jerusalem,  and  do  not 
concern  themselves  with  the  needs  of  the  Holy  Land  or  the 
needs  of  the  Jews  in  Turkey,  Germany,  Poland,  or  Africa. 
These  frivolous  persons  declare  that  they  would  be  delighted 
if  the  Messiah  came  for  the  poor  Jews,  so  that  they  might  be 
left  in  peace;  but  if  the  Messiah  is  going  to  equalize  the  rich 
and  the  poor,  why  do  they  need  him?  And  they  do  not  fail 
to  cite  authority  in  the  support  of  these  arguments.  These 
comfortable  Marranos  were  accustomed  to  interpret  the 
words  of  Jeremiah — “And  seek  the  peace  of  the  city  whither 
I have  caused  you  to  be  carried  away  captive,  and  pray  unto 
the  Lord  for  it;  for  in  the  peace  thereof  shall  ye  have  peace” 
(29:7) — as  meaning  that  it  is  a Jew’s  duty  to  remain  in  the 
Diaspora,  whereas  this  passage  had  earlier  been  interpreted 
only  as  prescribing  the  obligation  to  pray  for  the  peace  of 
the  world  and  its  rulers.  These  skeptics  even  dared  to  quote  the 
words  of  the  Talmud  (Ketuvot  111a):  that  “love  must  not 
be  awakened  too  soon.”  Earlier,  these  words  had  been  ad- 
vanced against  the  false  prophets  who  sought  to  force  the 
redemption  by  an  exaggeration  of  religious  exaltation.  No 
pious  Jew  would  ever  have  thought  of  employing  the  passage 
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in  any  way  that  could  weaken  religious  ardor  or  shake  that 
Jewish  faith  which  rested  on  real  values. 

In  Sephardic  circles  of  this  period  we  find  for  the  first  time 
an  optimistic  consciousness  of  progress.  They  feel  themselves 
to  have  had  a hand  in  the  libertarian  development  of  Holland. 
From  the  Sephardim  of  England  and  Holland,  rationalism 
spread  to  the  Jewish  skeptics  in  France  and  even  to  the  Jews 
of  Germany.  Moses  Mendelssohn  (1729-1786)  merely  gathers 
together  the  thought  of  his  time  and  gives  it  an  authoritative 
form,  raised  above  mere  libertinism.  The  tendencies  of  modern 
Jewish  history  that  were  set  in  motion  in  Mendelssohn’s  time 
have  been  exhaustively  analyzed  and  criticized  in  recent  times; 
we  can  only  examine  here  some  of  the  consequences  of  these 
tendencies  in  the  history  of  the  concept  and  conditions  of 
the  Galut. 

Recent  Jewish  history  has  carried  to  its  conclusion  a long 
process  of  disintegration.  The  gap  between  religious  promises 
and  the  debased  body  of  the  Jewish  people,  of  which  Jewish 
rationalists  had  before  been  aware,  led  to  a complete  or  partial 
abandonment  of  the  nation.  Loss  of  faith  in  the  national  future 
and  in  the  folk  strength  of  the  religion  led  to  a denationaliza- 
tion of  the  religion.  The  nation’s  specific  political  constitution 
in  the  Diaspora  and  the  consciousness  of  Jewish  unity  were 
destroyed.  At  first  it  was  believed  that  this  was  only  to  re- 
organize Judaism  legally  and  socially  on  a higher,  more 
objective,  and  more  reasonable  plane.  In  reality,  it  quickly 
became  clear  that  the  result  of  this  effort  was  to  replace  the 
historically  determined  individuality  of  the  Jew  with  a different 
individuality,  no  less  determined  by  history.  Such  a trans- 
formation, however,  proved  impossible.  The  medieval  diffi- 
culties in  the  way  of  the  relations  of  Jews  and  non-Jews 
simply  continued,  though  in  a more  humanized  form;  and, 
in  addition,  the  tensions  that  first  developed  out  of  the 
emergence  of  the  Marrano  problem,  unique  in  the  late  Middle 
Ages,  became  characteristic  of  the  modern  Jewish  question. 
This  was  less  a problem  for  the  baptized  Jews  than  for  those 
Jews  who,  though  they  might  remain  in  the  Jewish  camp, 
had  nevertheless  undergone  a change  of  faith.  For  in  reality 
what  they  had  done  was  not  to  take  over  elements  of  Euro- 
pean culture  and  incorporate  them  into  their  own  religious- 
national  organism;  rather,  they  had  given  up  essential  elements 
of  that  organism  in  favor  of  different  ways  and  views  of  life. 

This  change  had  come  about  through  no  visible  external 
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force,  but  through  a conscious  or  unconscious  moral  pressure. 
Now  the  historical  forces  that  in  the  course  of  centuries  had 
formed  the  Jewish  character  were  deflected  from  their  path — 
a path  that  might  have  led  to  the  rise  of  full,  conscious,  and 
responsible  community  life.  The  historical  forces  forsook  the 
nation.  The  vision  of  Ezekiel,  as  Judah  ha-Levi  had  inter- 
preted it,  was  now  fulfilled.  Of  the  living  body  of  the  nation, 
there  were  left  only  scattered  and  dry  bones,  and  no  one 
could  foresee  that  these,  in  the  words  of  the  prophet,  would 
unite  again  into  a living  whole.  The  scattered  segments  of  the 
nation  either  entered,  in  the  process  of  assimilation,  into  new 
and  fruitful  human  and  historical  amalgamations,  or  they 
retained  the  stamp  of  the  history  of  the  Galut  upon  their  inert 
and  hardened  flesh.  Out  of  such  conditions  during  a very  brief 
period  in  Jewish  history,  a comprehensive  historical  construc- 
tion was  huilt  up  in  the  age  of  historical  awareness  that  was 
accepted  as  true  by  both  friends  and  enemies  of  the  Jews  and 
was  yet,  in  a historical  sense,  more  erroneous  than  any  pre- 
vious generation’s  view  of  Judaism. 

The  historical  thought  of  modem  Judaism  still  suffers  from 
the  effects  of  an  improperly  understood  religious-political 
heritage.  The  old  concept  of  history  was  abandoned,  but  it 
continued  to  have  some  hold  on  historical  thinking;  no  one 
attempted  a real  and  thorough  analysis  of  the  factors  that 
determine  Jewish  history.  Not  only  the  national  character  of 
the  Jews  was  misunderstood,  but  also — following  medieval 
rationalism  in  this  respect — the  character  of  the  Jewish  faith, 
which  flows  from  the  people  and  is  bound  up  with  the  destiny 
of  the  people,  and  can  also  be  renewed  only  by  the  people. 
Attempts  were  made  not  to  clarify  the  situation  historically,  but 
to  defend  it  from  a fixed  standpoint.  The  Jewish  apologetics  of 
antiquity  and  the  Middle  Ages  developed  out  of  the  need  to 
defend  certain  conditions  of  which  no  one  was  in  a position 
to  know  the  causes  and  which  no  human  effort  could  change. 
But  in  the  modern  world  there  is  no  place  for  apologetics; 
failings  and  difficulties  are  recognized  and,  so  far  as  possible, 
traced  to  their  origins  and  overcome.  Only  the  human  tenden- 
cies of  Jewish  apologetics  remain  valid.  It  is  the  privilege  of 
the  oppressed  people  to  arouse  the  conscience  of  the  victors 
and  to  draw  the  moral  from  a millennia-long  history  in  which 
not  human  power  but  God  was  recognized  as  the  determining 
historical  factor. 

The  plan  of  this  book  now  requires  that  I say  one  more  word 
concerning  the  nature  of  the  Galut  in  our  times.  All  modern 
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views  of  the  Galut,  from  whatever  orientation  they  arise,  are 
inadequate:  they  are  unhistorical;  they  confuse  cause  and 
effect;  they  project  the  patterns  of  the  nineteenth  century  into 
the  past.  There  really  does  not  exist  any  serious  and  systematic 
effort  to  analyze  the  material  of  history,  or  any  conscientious 
desire  to  understand  and  appreciate  the  ideas  of  earlier  genera- 
tions of  Jews.  This  is  true  equally  of  the  anti-semitic  concep- 
tion of  the  Galut  as  a symbol  of  political  decay  and  general 
disintegration  and  exploitation,  of  the  assimilationist  idea 
that  the  Galut  serves  as  an  instrument  for  progress  and  the 
spread  of  culture,  and  of  the  religious  theories  of  later  Jewish 
theology. 

Jewish  theology  is  wrong  in  appealing  to  ancient  Judaism’s 
concept  of  a historical  mission.  The  old  idea  of  a Jewish  mis- 
sion was  tied  up  with  a particular  conception  of  history  and 
with  the  reality  of  political  servitude  that  was  to  be  done 
away  with  by  the  Messiah.  The  idea  of  the  mission  could  be 
put  forward  only  in  time  of  suffering  and  need.  It  presented 
— together  with  the  ideas  of  purification  and  atonement — only 
one  of  several  interpretations  of  the  Galut.  Even  for  the  Hel- 
lenistic Jews,  the  Galut  did  not  have  the  particular  and  special 
significance  that  the  early  Christians  ascribed  to  their  own 
Diaspora.  And  the  carrying  on  of  a missionary  task  in  the 
Galut  must  surely  involve  religious  propaganda,  which  the 
Jews  have  given  up  precisely  because  of  the  pressures  of  the 
Galut,  and  probably  for  all  time.  In  recent  times,  it  has  been 
often  said  that  the  old  faith  in  the  Messiah  cannot  be  absorbed 
in  the  ideas  of  religious  progress. 

All  modem  interpretations  of  the  Galut  fail  to  do  justice 
to  the  enormous  tragedy  of  the  Galut  situation  and  to  the 
religious  power  of  the  old  ideas  that  centered  around  it. 
No  man  of  the  present  day,  of  no  matter  what  religious 
orientation,  dare  claim  that  he  is  equipped  to  carry  the  burden 
of  the  centuries  as  did  his  forefathers,  or  that  the  modem 
world  still  presents  the  internal  and  external  conditions  neces- 
sary to  realize  a Jewish  destiny  in  the  older  sense. 

The  Galut  has  returned  to  its  starting  point.  It  remains 
what  it  always  was:  political  servitude,  which  must  be 
abolished  completely.  The  attempt  which  has  been  considered 
from  time  to  time,  to  return  to  an  idea  of  the  Galut  as  it 
existed  in  the  days  of  the  Second  Temple — the  grouping  of 
the  Diaspora  around  a strong  center  in  Palestine — is  today 
out  of  the  question.  There  was  a short  period  when  the  Zionist 
could  feel  himself  a citizen  of  two  countries,  and  indeed  in  a 
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more  deeply  moral  sense  than  Philo;  for  the  Zionist  was 
prepared  to  give  up  his  life  for  the  home  in  which  he  had  his 
residence.  Now  that  the  Jews  have  been  denied  the  right 
to  feel  at  home  in  Europe,  it  is  the  duty  of  the  European 
nations  to  redeem  the  injustice  committed  by  their  spiritual 
and  physical  ancestors  by  assisting  the  Jews  in  the  task  of 
reclaiming  Palestine  and  by  recognizing  the  right  of  the  Jews 
to  the  land  of  their  fathers. 

Rabbi  Judah  Liwa  ben  Bezalel  of  Prague,  a sixteenth-century 
writer  who  was  completely  rooted  in  ancient  Judaism,  opens 
his  book  on  the  messianic  redemption  with  the  statement  that 
the  nature  of  the  redemption  can  only  be  rightly  understood 
through  its  absolute  opposite,  the  Galut.  The  fact  of  the 
Galut  itself  is  for  him  the  decisive  proof  of  the  expected 
redemption.  For  the  Galut  is  the  abolition  of  God’s  order. 
God  gave  to  every  nation  its  place,  and  to  the  Jews  he  gave 
Palestine.  The  Galut  means  that  the  Jews  have  left  their 
natural  place.  But  everything  that  leaves  its  natural  place 
loses  thereby  its  natural  support  until  it  returns.  The  dis- 
persion of  Israel  among  the  nations  is  unnatural.  Since  the 
Jews  manifest  a national  unity,  even  in  a higher  sense  than 
the  other  nations,  it  is  necessary  that  they  return  to  a state  of 
actual  unity.  Nor  is  it  in  accord  with  the  order  of  nature  that 
one  nation  should  be  enslaved  by  the  others,  for  God  made 
each  nation  for  itself.  Thus,  by  natural  law,  the  Galut  cannot 
last  forever. 

We  may  appeal  to  such  ideas  today  with  the  consciousness 
that  it  is  up  to  us  to  give  the  old  faith  a new  meaning.  If  we 
seek  to  end  the  Galut,  let  us  not  attribute  our  desires  to 
earlier  generations;  rather,  we  must  draw  from  the  ideas  of 
earlier  generations  those  consequences  which  follow  from  a 
changed  spiritual  approach  to  an  unchanged  political  situa- 
tion. The  Jewish  revival  of  the  present  day  is  in  its  essence 
not  determined  by  the  national  movements  of  Europe:  it  harks 
back  to  the  ancient  national  consciousness  of  the  Jews,  which 
existed  before  the  history  of  Europe  and  is  the  original  sacred 
model  for  all  the  national  ideas  of  Europe.  However,  it  is 
undeniable  that  this  turning  home  must  involve  a coming  to 
grips  with  the  ancient  Jewish  consciousness  of  history,  on 
whose  foundation  European  culture  constantly  and  repeatedly 
reared  itself  in  the  decisive  epochs  of  its  history,  without 
wishing  to  acknowledge  its  debt  in  a serious  and  conclusive 
manner.  The  question  is  how  we  ourselves  stand  in  relation  to 
a belief  whose  foundations  have  held  unshaken  for  more  than 
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two  thousand  years.  For  us,  perhaps,  the  final  consequence 
of  modem  causal  historical  thinking  coincides  with  the  final 
consequence  of  the  old  Jewish  conception  of  history,  which 
comes  to  us  from  no  alien  tradition  but  has  grown  out  of  our 
own  essential  being:  “Our  eyes  saw  it,  and  no  stranger’s;  our 
ears  heard  it,  and  no  other’s.”  If  we  today  can  read  each 
coming  day’s  events  in  ancient  and  dusty  chronological  tables, 
as  though  history  were  the  ceaseless  unrolling  of  a process 
proclaimed  once  and  for  all  in  the  Bible,  then  every  Jew  in 
every  part  of  the  Diaspora  may  recognize  that  there  is  a power 
that  lifts  the  Jewish  people  out  of  the  realm  of  all  causal 
history. 


Epilogue 


In  the  ten  years  that  have  gone  by  since  the  appearance  of 
this  essay,  a chapter  has  been  written  in  the  history  of  the 
Jews  and  of  the  world  that  surpasses  the  most  terrible 
imaginings.  It  would  be  presumptuous  to  attempt  in  a brief 
epilogue  to  take  a stand  with  respect  to  these  events.  But 
even  the  most  modest  contribution  to  historical  understanding 
may  be  of  help  in  coping  with  the  tasks  of  today. 

It  is  our  constant  duty  to  keep  alive  before  us  and  before 
other  peoples  the  greatness  of  our  historical  past,  in  order  that 
we  may  draw  strength  and  confidence  from  it,  validate  our 
claims  before  mankind,  and  find  the  path  that  leads  to  the 
further  self-education  of  the  Jewish  people. 

We  have  introduced  our  own  special  values  into  history. 
And  it  was  not  only  in  the  first  great  age  of  our  history — the 
age  of  ancient  Israel — that  we  created  these  values  and  made 
them  a part  of  the  human  heritage.  In  the  second  age  of  our 
history  that  was  no  less  great  and  lasted  from  the  days  of  the 
Maccabees  to  the  completion  of  the  Mishnah,  we  created,  with 
the  Torah  and  the  books  of  the  prophets  in  our  hands,  a 
socio-religious  commonwealth  of  a unique  character;  within 
the  limits  of  a historically  determined  attachment  to  ancient 
ritual  forms  and  mythical  thought,  we  created  a new  culture, 
original  and  pure,  which  spread  such  a light  over  the  decadent 
and  barren  Graeco-Roman  world  as  had  not  been  seen  since 
the  days  of  sixth-  and  fifth-century  classical  Greece. 

From  this  culture  early  Christianity  derived  a large  part 
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of  its  substance  and  its  ethical-religious  strength.  It  created 
the  foundations  for  European  moral  standards.  It  is  during 
this  period  that  our  simple  Jewish  prayers  originated,  prayers 
which  the  nations,  wresting  out  of  their  natural  and  authentic 
context,  have  been  able  to  imitate  but  never  to  equal.  The 
culture  of  this  epoch — its  beliefs,  its  rites,  and  its  social  order — 
dominates  two  thousand  years  of  Jewish  history,  shackling 
them  in  the  rigid  bonds  of  dogma,  to  be  sure,  yet  animating 
them  with  the  religious  strength  of  myth  and  eternal  wonder. 

It  is  during  this  age  and  on  this  very  soil  of  Palestine  that 
the  first  martyrs  for  the  sake  of  faith  arose.  We  taught  the 
world  the  idea  of  martyrdom,  and  in  the  third  great  age  of 
our  history  the  real  age  of  the  Galut — this  idea  was  realized 
in  the  very  body  of  the  people.  For  two  thousand  years  we 
suffered  for  the  sake  of  the  redemption  of  mankind;  we  were 
driven  forth  and  scattered  over  every  part  of  the  earth  because 
of  the  fateful  interaction  of  the  religious  and  political  factors 
determining  our  history. 

We  went  among  the  nations  neither  to  exploit  them  nor  to 
help  them  build  their  civilizations.  All  that  we  did  on  foreign 
soil  was  a betrayal  of  our  own  spirit.  Nor,  finally,  did  we  go 
among  the  nations  of  Europe  in  order  to  convert  them  in  the 
sense  of  that  missionary  ardor  which  animated  our  people 
in  antiquity  and  which  later  animated  the  followers  of  Chris- 
tianity. Once  political  limitations  had  destroyed  the  possibilities 
of  conversion,  our  people  had  to  content  itself  with  testifying 
to  its  missionary  vocation  in  the  world  by  its  mere  existence. 

Our  place  in  the  world  is  not  to  be  measured  by  the 
measure  of  this  world.  Our  history  follows  its  own  laws,  main- 
taining its  innermost  tendencies  in  the  face  of  the  outward 
dangers  of  dispersal,  disintegration,  secularization,  and  moral 
and  religious  petrification. 

Our  task  remains — in  spite  of  the  inevitable  loosening  of 
the  bonds  of  dogma  that  held  us  together  in  the  past — to  seek 
our  support  in  that  principle  which  survived  in  us  during  all 
the  distress  of  the  past,  the  principle  that  is  constantly  being 
disclosed  to  us  and  yet  whose  depths  will  never  be  entirely 
plumbed,  the  principle  that  must  surely  overcome  the  present 
inner  crisis  of  secularization,  already  several  generations  old, 
just  as  surely  as  the  body  of  our  people  will  endure  and  hold 
together  despite  all  the  dangers  and  difficulties. 
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Martin  Buber's 
Interpretation  of  Hasidism 


by  Gershom  G.  Scholem 


There  can  be  no  doubt  that  Martin  Buber  has  made  a decisive 
contribution  to  the  Western  world’s  knowledge  of  the  Hasidic 
movement.  Before  Buber  undertook  to  introduce  and  interpret 
Hasidism  to  Western  readers,  this  movement  was  all  but  unknown 
to  the  scientific  study  of  religion.  This  was  true  despite  the  fact 
that  since  its  crystallization  in  Podolia  around  the  middle  of  the 
eighteenth  century,  it  constituted  one  of  the  most  important  fac- 
tors in  the  fife  and  thought  of  East  European  Jewry.  As  long  as 
the  ideas  of  the  Enlightenment,  beginning  at  the  end  of  the 
eighteenth  century,  asserted  their  influence  on  Jewish  circles, 
Hasidism  for  Western  Jews  seemed  essentially  an  outbreak  .of 
extreme  obscurantism,  allied  with  all  those  forces  in  the  Jewish 
past  to  which  the  protagonists  of  a modern,  enlightened  Judaism 
were  most  sharply  opposed. 

The  great  Jewish  scholars  of  the  nineteenth  century  who  in- 
augurated the  scientific  study  of  Judaism  (men  like  Heinrich 
Graetz,  Abraham  Geiger,  and  Leopold  Zunz)  felt  the  same  way. 
They  did  not  care  for  mysticism  and  emotionalism  in  religion  and 
they  repudiated  the  values  which  such  movements  emphatically 
propagated.  Not  until  the  turn  of  the  century  did  certain  Jewish 
writers  and  scholars,  especially  in  Russia,  attempt  to  regard  this 
phenomenon  without  prejudice.  This  new  view  was  linked  to  a 
general  revaluation  of  Jewish  history  which  was  now  treated  as 
the  history  of  a living  people  and  no  longer  as  the  model  for  an 
enlightened  theology,  a model  which  most  scholars  measured  by 
the  abstract  criteria  of  philosophers  and  theologians.  The  new 
wave  of  Jewish  nationalism  which  welled  up  toward  the  end  of 
the  nineteenth  century  and  a romantic  impulse  to  discover  the 
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deeper  forces  at  work  in  the  life  of  the  East  European  Jewish 
masses  played  a large  role  in  bringing  about  this  change.  Scholars 
like  Simon  Dubnow,  enthusiasts  like  Samuel  A.  Horodetzky,  and 
great  poets  like  Isaac  Leib  Peretz  heralded  the  new  era.  Dub- 
now’s  pioneering  study  of  the  history  of  Hasidism  was  conducted 
in  a remarkably  cool  and  reserved  manner;  however,  the  dis- 
covery of  the  world  of  Hasidic  legend  lent  great  luster  to  the 
movement.  This  discovery,  which  was  especially  due  to  Peretz 
and  Berdichevsky,  possessed  tremendous  poetic  appeal  and 
marked  a new  era  in  Jewish  literature,  especially  that  in  Hebrew, 
Yiddish,  and  German. 

It  is  within  this  context  that  we  must  examine  Buber’s  life- 
long fascination  with  the  phenomenon  of  Hasidism  and  his  con- 
tribution to  its  understanding.  When  in  his  youthful  quest  for  a 
living  Judaism  Buber  discovered  Hasidism,  he  was  overwhelmed 
by  the  message  he  seemed  to  find  in  it.  Thereafter  he  devoted 
more  than  fifty  years  of  a distinguished  literary  career  to  ever  new 
formulations  of  this  message’s  meaning.  His  Zionist  credo,  which 
put  him  on  the  track  of  Hasidism,  was  now  interwoven  with  his 
conviction  of  the  significance  of  Hasidic  doctrine  for  the  rebirth 
of  Judaism:  “No  renewal  of  Judaism  is  possible  which  does  not 
bear  in  itself  the  elements  of  Hasidism.” 

As  an  often  fascinating  and  always  vigorous  and  spirited  writer, 
Buber  made  a significant  impact  with  his  first  books,  The  Tales  of 
Rabbi  Nachman  and  The  Legend  of  the  Baal-Shem.  Since  that 
time  we  owe  to  his  pen  a virtually  unending  stream  of  Hasidic 
material  and  interpretative  analysis  which  reaches  its  climax  in 
Tales  of  the  Hasidim  and  other  books  of  a more  theoretical  char- 
acter, like  The  Message  of  Hasidism,  which  have  exercised  a last- 
ing influence,  especially  since  the  end  of  World  War  II. 

Buber  s influence  is  not  hard  to  explain.  While  the  enthusiasm 
of  certain  other  apologists  for  Hasidic  teaching,  like  Horodetzky’s 
for  example,  was  essentially  naive  and  their  books  were  an  odd 
mixture  of  charming  simplicity  and  dullness,  in  Buber  we  have  a 
deep  and  penetrating  thinker  who  not  only  admires  intuition  in 
others  but  possesses  it  himself.  He  has  that  rare  combination  of  a 
probing  spirit  and  literary  elegance  which  makes  for  a great 
writer.  When  an  author  of  such  stature  and  such  subtlety  set 
down  with  untiring  seriousness  what  to  him  seemed  the  very  soul 
of  Hasidism,  it  was  bound  to  make  a deep  impression  on  our  age. 
In  one  sense  or  another  we  are  all  his  disciples.  In  fact  most  of 
us,  when  we  speak  about  Hasidism,  probably  think  primarily  in 
terms  of  the  concepts  that  have  become  familiar  through  Buber’s 


THE  JEWISH  EXPRESSION 


399 


philosophical  interpretation.  Despite  Buber’s  own  frequent  in- 
dications, many  authors  who  have  written  about  him  during 
these  years  have  not  in  the  least  been  aware  that  Buber’s  work 
is  an  interpretation  and  that  there  might  be  a problem  in  relating 
the  interpretation  to  the  phenomenon  itself.  As  a thoughtful 
reader  once  remarked  to  me,  along  with  his  interpretation  of 
Hasidism  Buber  has  for  the  first  time  presented  the  European 
and  American  reader  with  a canon  of  what  Hasidism  is.  His  in- 
terpretation was  accompanied  by  such  a wealth  of  seemingly  irre- 
futable proof  in  the  form  of  Hasidic  legends  and  sayings  that  it 
was  bound  to  silence  any  critic. 

The  more  than  fifty  years  of  Buber’s  neo-Hasidic  activity  have 
evoked  a strong  response  also  outside  the  Jewish  world.  Compe- 
tent scholars  have  been  rather  reluctant  to  raise  basic  questions 
as  to  whether  this  poetic,  moving,  and  beautifully  formulated 
interpretation  can  stand  up  to  critical  and  sober  analysis.  Dubnow 
did  express  certain  general  doubts  regarding  the  all  too  modern 
style  of  the  interpretation  and  said  of  Buber’s  books  that  they 
were  “suited  to  further  contemplation,  not  research,”  but  he  sup- 
plied no  evidence  for  this  judgment.  The  emotional  (to  say 
nothing  of  the  artistic)  appeal  of  Buber’s  writings  was  of  course 
so  infinitely  greater  than  that  of  Dubnow’s  rather  arid  discussion 
of  Hasidic  ideas  that  there  could  be  little  doubt  as  to  whose 
arguments  would  have  the  greater  impact.  Yet,  while  historical 
research  has  meanwhile  progressed  far  beyond  Dubnow’s 
achievement  and  has  opened  up  many  new  perspectives  and  in- 
sights into  the  origins  and  developments  of  Hasidism,  Buber’s 
writings- — especially  those  of  his  later  years — have  only  recently 
evoked  critical  analysis.  Such  analysis  now  seems  to  me  urgent 
and  very  much  in  order.  In  taking  up  this  discussion  here  I will 
have  to  restrict  myself  to  several  points  I consider  fundamental. 

A critical  analysis  of  Buber’s  interpretation  of  Hasidism  has 
to  confront  certain  particular  difficulties  from  the  very  start.  The 
greatest  is  that  Buber,  to  whom  no  one  denies  possession  of  an 
exact  knowledge  of  Hasidic  literature,  does  not  write  as  a scholar 
who  gives  clear  references  to  support  his  contentions.  Buber 
combines  facts  and  quotations  to  suit  his  purpose,  namely,  to 
present  Hasidism  as  a spiritual  phenomenon  and  not  as  a histori- 
cal one.  He  has  often  said  that  he  is  not  interested  in  history.  In 
the  context  of  our  discussion  this  means  two  things  of  equal 
importance.  First,  Buber  omits  a great  deal  of  material  which  he 
does  not  even  consider,  although  it  may  be  of  great  significance 
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for  the  understanding  of  Hasidism  as  a historical  phenomenon. 
To  give  only  two  examples:  the  magical  element,  which  he  con- 
sistently explains  away  or  minimizes,  and  the  social  character 
of  the  Hasidic  community.  Secondly,  the  material  that  he  does 
select  he  often  associates  closely  with  his  own  interpretation  of  its 
meaning.  I shall  have  more  to  say  about  this  later. 

The  other  great  difficulty  facing  the  critical  reader  of  Buber 
is  connected  with  the  circumstances  of  his  development.  Buber 
began  as  an  enthusiastic  admirer  or  even,  one  might  say,  adherent 
of  religious  mysticism.  It  was  his  discovery  that  there  was  a mystic 
kernel  of  living  Judaism  in  the  Hasidic  movement  which  struck 
him  with  such  force  when  he  first  came  into  contact  with  Hasidic 
literature  and  tradition.  At  that  time  he  saw  Hasidism  as  the 
flower  of  Jewish  mysticism,  the  “Kabbalah  become  ethos.”  Thus 
his  early  interpretation  bears  a mystical  hue  as,  for  example,  in 
that  justly  famous  chapter  “The  Life  of  the  Hasidim”  with  which 
he  introduced  The  Legend  of  the  Baal-Shem  in  1908.  Several 
years  later,  however,  his  thinking  underwent  a further  develop- 
ment which  brought  about  a deep  change  in  his  views.  This 
change  is  best  characterized  in  his  philosophical  writings  by  the 
distance  lying  between  Daniel:  Dialogues  on  Realization  (1913) 
and  I and  Thou  (1923).  Here  he  renounced  the  world  of  mysti- 
cism and  took  a new  stand  which  brought  him  into  the  front  rank 
of  what  we  would  today  call  religious  existentialism,  even  if  Buber 
rather  pointedly  avoids  using  the  term  in  his  own  writings.  But 
in  this  new  phase  as  well  Buber  continued  to  find  in  Hasidism 
illustrations  for  his  views.  His  brief  pamphlet  The  Way  of  Man 
in  Hasidic  Teaching  is  not  only  a gem  of  literature  but  also  an 
extraordinary  lesson  in  religious  anthropology,  presented  in  the 
language  of  Hasidism  and  inspired  by  a large  mass  of  authentic 
Hasidic  sayings.  It  is  precisely  to  this  problem  of  determining  the 
nature  of  the  inspiration  which  Buber  found  in  the  old  texts  and 
the  change  they  underwent  when  he  interpreted  them  in  his  own 
way  that  I must  devote  the  major  part  of  my  discussion. 

In  this  last,  mature  phase  of  his  selective  presentation  of 
Hasidism,  Buber  no  longer  stressed  the  essential  identity  of  Kab- 
balah and  Hasidism,  as  he  had  done  in  his  earlier  works.  Al- 
though he  still  recognizes  the  strong  links  between  the  two  phe- 
nomena, he  was  concerned  with  establishing  and  maintaining  an 
essential  distinction  between  them.  He  now  likes  to  refer  to  the 
Kabbalah  as  gnosis,  which  he  no  longer  regards  as  a mark  of 
praise.  He  sees  two  contradictory  forms  of  religious  conscious- 
ness at  work  in  Hasidism — even  if  the  creators  of  the  movements 
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may  not  have  been  aware  of  this  split.  Kabbalistic  tradition  deter- 
mined one  of  them.  It  aimed  at  knowledge  of  divine  mysteries,  or 
at  least  at  insight  into  them,  and  was  bound  to  lead  Hasidism  into 
speculations  of  a theosophical  nature.  Buber  was  perfectly  well 
aware  that  Hasidism  developed  within  the  framework  of  the 
Lurianic  Kabbalah.  He  even  explicitly  adopted  my  own  charac- 
terization of  the  Kabbalah  of  Isaac  Luria  as  a classic  example  of 
a gnostic  system  within  orthodox  Judaism,  as  I set  it  forth  in  my 
Major  Trends  in  Jewish  Mysticism.  But  this  Kabbalistic  Gnosti- 
cism was  not — and  here  I agree  with  Buber — a really  creative 
element  in  Hasidism.  Its  conceptual  apparatus  was  used  by  the 
great  masters  of  Hasidism,  but  they  transferred  its  basic  meaning 
from  the  sphere  of  divine  mysteries  to  the  world  of  man  and  his 
encounter  with  God.  According  to  Buber,  this  was  the  really 
creative  aspect  of  Hasidism.  And  since  in  the  last  analysis  it  is 
the  creative  impulse  which  matters,  he  felt  justified  in  almost 
completely  ignoring  the  Kabbalistic  or  “gnostic”  element  in  Ha- 
sidism. For  him  it  is  nothing  more  than  a kind  of  umbilical  cord 
which  must  be  severed  as  soon  as  the  new  spiritual  creation  exists 
in  its  own  right  if  we  are  to  see  and  understand  the  new  phenom- 
enon in  its  authentic  mode  of  being. 

Buber’s  writings  contain  numerous  formulations  of  this  atti- 
tude. I would  like  to  cite  only  one  of  them,  taken  from  his  debate 
with  Rudolf  Pannwitz : 

The  Hasidic  movement  takes  over  from  the  Kabbalah  only  what 
it  needs  for  the  theological  foundation  of  an  enthusiastic  but 
not  over-exalted  life  in  responsibility — the  responsibility  of 
each  individual  for  the  piece  of  world  entrusted  to  him.  Gnostic 
theologoumena  that  are  thus  taken  over  are  transformed;  their 
ground  and  their  atmosphere  are  transformed  with  them.  From 
spiritualities  enthroned  in  the  Absolute,  they  become  the  core 
of  realizations  [Bewdhrungen],  The  pneuma  has  settled  down  in 
the  blessings  of  a fervor  that  fires  with  enthusiasm  the  service  of 
the  Creator  practiced  in  relation  to  the  creature.  Therefore, 
everything  has  become  different.  In  place  of  esoterically  reg- 
ulated meditations  has  come  the  unprescribable  endowing  of 
each  action  with  strength  of  intention,  arising  ever  again  from 
the  moment.  Not  in  the  seclusion  of  the  ascetics  and  schools  of 
ascetics  does  the  holy  now  appear,  but  in  the  joy  in  one  another 
of  the  masters  and  their  communities.  And — what  was  unthink- 
able in  the  circles  of  the  old  Kabbalah — the  “simple  man”  is 
held  in  honor,  that  is,  the  man  of  the  original  devotio,  the  man 
by  nature  at  one  with  himself  who  lacks  the  secret  knowing  as 
well  as  the  rabbinical  knowledge,  but  can  do  without  both  be- 
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cause  united  he  lives  the  united  service.  Where  the  mystical 
vortex  circled,  now  stretches  the  way  of  man. 

This  statement,  though  delivered  by  a voice  that  demands 
respect,  cannot  convince  anyone  who  is  familiar  with  both  the 
Kabbalistic  and  the  Hasidic  literature.  But  in  order  to  understand 
the  extraordinary  mixture  of  truth,  error,  and  oversimplification 
which  it  contains,  we  must  direct  our  attention  to  the  most  basic 
features  of  Buber’s  attitude  to  the  phenomenon  of  Hasidism, 
namely,  his  conviction  that  our  main  source  for  the  understand- 
ing of  Hasidism  is  its  legends.  Only  this  conviction,  together  with 
Buber’s  method  of  selection,  can  explain  assertions  like  the  one 
quoted  above. 

Here  we  must  point  out  that  the  extensive  literature  of 
Hasidism  ultimately  falls  into  two  categories.  First,  there  is  a very 
large  body  of  theoretical  writings  which  consists  mostly  of  ser- 
mons and  lectures,  commentaries  on  biblical  texts,  and  tractates 
on  the  prayers  and  on  other  objects  of  religious  life.  The  common 
conception  among  general  readers  who  draw  their  knowledge  of 
Hasidism  from  Buber,  namely  that  Hasidism  is  the  pure  “lay 
mysticism”  of  unlettered  groups,  is  conclusively  refuted  by  this 
literature.  The  most  important  of  these  works  were  written  be- 
tween 1770  and  1815,  when  Hasidism  emerged  from  bitter  po- 
lemics as  a force  in  East  European  Jewry  and  sought  to  spread  its 
views  and  manner  of  life  orally  and  in  writing.  These  works  con- 
tain the  teachings  of  the  great  saints  of  Hasidism,  the  Zaddikim, 
which,  by  the  way,  often  cite  as  illustration  epigrammatic  sayings 
or  short  anecdotes.  An  even  more  extensive  literature  of  the  same 
type  came  into  being  after  1815,  but  for  the  most  part  it  contains 
only  variations  of  the  basic  motifs  that  were  set  forth  and  devel- 
oped in  the  older  works;  only  here  and  there  do  we  find  a few  new 
ideas.  This  literature  embraces  well  over  a thousand  volumes. 

The  second  category  consists  of  an  equally  extensive  body  of 
legends,  biographies,  and  tales  concerning  the  miracles  of  the 
Zaddikim  and  of  collections  of  their  memorable  sayings.  This 
genre  of  legends  developed  at  the  end  of  the  eighteenth  century 
and  enjoyed  an  ever-increasing  popularity  among  the  Hasidic 
masses.  It  was  thought  that  to  tell  stories  of  the  saints  was  just  as 
productive  on  the  spiritual  level  as  the  study  of  divine  mysteries. 
The  main  features  of  the  Hasidic  legends  crystallized  during  the 
first  half  of  the  nineteenth  century,  in  many  instances  incorpo- 
rating much  earlier  legends  of  different  origin,  which  were  then 
transferred  to  the  great  personalities  of  Hasidism.  Since  about 
1 860,  several  hundred  volumes  of  this  genre  have  appeared,  and 
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every  single  leading  Hasidic  personality — even  of  the  last  genera- 
tions— has  been  adorned  with  such  a wreath  of  legend. 

Now  it  is  important  to  note  that  Buber’s  presentation  and 
interpretation  of  Hasidism  is  based  almost  exclusively  on  this 
second  category  of  Hasidic  literature — -on  the  legends,  epigrams, 
and  anecdotes  of  the  Hasidic  saints.  He  writes: 

Because  Hasidism  in  the  first  instance  is  not  a category  of  teach- 
ing, but  one  of  life,  our  chief  source  of  knowledge  of  Hasidism 
is  its  legends,  and  only  after  them  comes  its  theoretical  litera- 
ture. The  latter  is  the  commentary,  the  former  the  text,  even 
though  a text  that  has  been  handed  down  in  a state  of  extreme 
corruption,  one  that  is  incapable  of  being  restored  in  its  purity. 
It  is  foolish  to  protest  that  the  legend  does  not  convey  to  us  the 
reality  of  Hasidic  life.  Naturally,  the  legend  is  no  chronicle,  but 
it  is  truer  than  the  chronicle  for  those  who  know  how  to  read  it. 

This  consistent  emphasis  on  the  pre-eminence  of  the  folk  tra- 
dition over  the  theoretical  literature  shows  that  Buber  employs 
a methodological  principle  which  seems  to  me  highly  dubious. 
Buber’s  terminology,  of  course,  is  rather  inclined  to  spread  con- 
fusion. What  is  a “category  of  teaching”  in  contrast  to  one  of 
“life”  when  it  comes  to  analyzing  a historical  phenomenon  whose 
teaching  is  inextricably  bound  up  with  the  life  which  it  demands, 
not  separated  from  it  by  an  abyss?  Buber’s  metaphors  about  text 
and  commentary  are  misleading  and  conceal  the  historical  fact 
that  the  so-called  commentary  was  the  first  and  most  authoritative 
presentation  of  the  meaning  of  this  life,  long  before  it  was  envel- 
oped by  legends.  The  identity  of  legends  and  life,  which  Buber 
claims,  is  fictitious.  Strictly  speaking,  these  legends  are  themselves 
nothing  more  than  a commentary  to  what,  with  Buber,  one  might 
call  life.  Life  is  reflected  both  in  the  legend  and  in  the  teaching, 
but  it  must  be  emphasized  that  whereas  the  origins  of  this  Hasidic 
life  were  deeply  influenced  and  shaped  by  ideas  laid  down  in  the 
theoretical  literature,  its  beginnings  were  certainly  not  influenced 
by  legend. 

Buber’s  ambiguous  use  of  the  concept  of  “life”  has  made  him 
fall  into  a trap.  Naturally,  from  an  aesthetic  point  of  view,  the 
legends  possess  a considerable  advantage  and  appeal  and  lend 
themselves  more  easily  to  a subjective  interpretation  than  the 
theoretical  writings  in  which  a train  of  thought  is  more  carefully 
developed  and  carried  through.  Nonetheless,  in  my  opinion,  a dis- 
cussion of  the  meaning  of  Hasidism— even  if  with  Buber  we  call 
it  “Hasidic  life” — must  be  based  essentially  on  these  writings. 
Now  it  is  very  revealing  that  in  the  course  of  the  years,  a$  Buber 
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developed  and  elaborated  his  existential  and  subjectivist  “philos- 
ophy of  dialogue,”  his  references  to  the  theoretical  literature  of 
Hasidism  became  ever  weaker  and  more  scanty.  I would  suspect 
that  to  many  readers  of  Buber  it  would  not  occur  that  such  liter- 
ature even  exists. 

Apparently  Buber  regarded  these  sources  as  far  too  dependent 
on  the  older  Kabbalistic  literature  to  be  regarded  as  genuinely 
Hasidic.  And  this  dependence  is  indeed  immediately  obvious. 
Many  of  them,  including  some  of  the  most  famous  Hasidic  books, 
are  written  totally  in  the  language  of  the  Kabbalah,  and  it  is  a 
basic  problem  of  research  to  determine  exactly  where  their  ideas 
depart  from  those  of  their  Kabbalistic  predecessors.  The  Hasidic 
authors  obviously  did  not  believe  that  they  had  in  any  way  broken 
with  the  gnostic  tradition  of  the  Kabbalah  and,  little  as  Buber 
wants  to  admit  it,  they  wrote  clearly  and  plainly  as  Gnostics. 
When  Buber  claimed  that  the  legends  of  Hasidism  were  its  truly 
creative  achievement,  he  put  himself  into  an  unusually  paradox- 
ical position.  He  had  to  contend  that  the  originality  of  the  move- 
ment genuinely  manifested  itself  only  in  a genre  of  literature 
which  almost  entirely  came  into  being  nearly  fifty  years  after  the 
period  in  which  Hasidism  was  in  fact  creative  and  in  which  it 
produced  those  theoretical  writings  which  Buber  has  so  decisively 
shoved  aside.  Such  a position  is  simply  not  tenable. 

Buber,  in  short,  by  making  his  choice  and  leaving  out  whatever 
is  in  conflict  with  its  demands,  asserts  an  authority  which  we  can- 
not concede  him.  To  describe  the  world  of  Hasidism,  the  way  of 
life  it  propagated  and  the  teachings  of  its  masters  exclusively  on 
the  basis  of  its  legends  is  exactly  like  trying  to  present  Islamic 
mysticism  by  considering  only  the  epigrams  of  the  great  Sufis 
without  regard  for  their  extensive  theoretical  (and  likewise 
“gnostic”)  literature,  or  to  describe  Catholicism  by  selecting  and 
interpreting  the  most  beautiful  sayings  of  the  saints  of  the  Church 
without  regard  to  its  dogmatic  theology.  Such  a procedure  is 
indeed  conceivable,  and  an  analysis  or  even  merely  a compilation 
of  the  sayings  of  their  great  spirits  would  undoubtedly  provide 
wonderful  insights  into  the  worlds  of  Sufism  or  Catholicism.  Such 
words,  reflecting  the  reaction  of  a significant  individual  to  the  sys- 
tem of  thought  in  which  he  lives  or  the  way  in  which  he  conceives 
it,  of  course  possess  a strong  tinge  of  what  we  would  today  call 
existential  meaning.  I would  be  the  last  to  deny  that.  But  the  profit 
and  the  illumination  we  would  draw  from  a compilation  or  even 
a profound  interpretation  of  such  words  or  legends  should  by  no 
means  seduce  us  into  thinking  that  they  represent  the  real  doc- 
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trines  of  Sufism  or  Catholicism  whose  dogmatic  features  would 
be  all  too  easily  obliterated  in  a presentation  of  this  kind. 

All  of  this  applies  precisely  to  Buber’s  choice  of  Hasidic  mate- 
rial. These  legends  and  sayings  are  certainly  most  impressive  and 
they  just  as  certainly  possess  a general  human  interest.  However, 
if  we  want  to  know  what  they  really  meant  in  their  original  con- 
text we  would  still  have  to  revert  to  those  primary  sources  which 
Buber  pushes  aside  as  merely  secondary.  We  shall  presently  see 
how  important  this  original  context  is  when  we  come  to  a discus- 
sion of  the  central  point  in  Buber’s  interpretation  of  Hasidism. 
Although  his  selection  entails  certain  ambiguities,  we  willingly 
grant  Buber  as  a writer  and  even  as  the  advocate  of  a message 
the  right  to  choose  what  appeals  to  him.  But  I very  much  doubt 
that  such  a selection  can  form  the  basis  for  a real  and  scholarly 
understanding  of  what  most  attracted  Buber  to  Hasidism. 

Naturally  there  is  some  truth  to  Buber’s  idea  of  the  relation 
between  Hasidism  and  Kabbalah.  Although  one  may  say  that  the 
Hasidim  never  lost  their  enthusiasm  for  the  teachings  of  the 
Zohar,  the  Bible  of  the  Jewish  mystics,  and  for  the  Lurianic 
Kabbalah,  and  although  no  page  of  a Hasidic  book  can  be  under- 
stood without  constant  reference  to  these  traditions,  it  still  re- 
mains true  that,  in  elaborating  the  theosophical  doctrines  of  the 
Kabbalah,  the  Hasidic  writers  did  not  prove  themselves  particu- 
larly creative.  All  students  of  Hasidism  are  agreed  that  its  most 
valuable  contribution  lies  somewhere  else.  The  Hasidic  writers 
use  the  old  formulas,  concepts,  and  ideas,  only  giving  them  a new 
twist.  Buber  is  also  completely  right  in  saying  that  gnostic  theolo- 
goumena,  which  are  taken  over  by  the  Hasidim,  are  often  trans- 
formed. Into  what  are  they  transformed?  Into  assertions  about 
man  and  his  way  to  God.  Hasidic  writers  are  fond  of  reinterpret- 
ing the  conceptual  language  of  the  Kabbalah,  which  originally 
referred  to  the  mysteries  of  the  Godhead,  in  such  a manner  that  it 
seems  to  concern  the  personal  life  of  man  and  his  relation  to  God. 
A great  deal  of  emphasis  is  placed  on  this  “moral”  reinterpreta- 
tion of  the  old  theosophical  vocabulary.  In  the  writings  of  Rabbi 
Dov  Baer  of  Mezritch — the  student  of  the  Baal  Shem  who  first 
organized  the  movement  (died  1772) — we  find  page  after  page 
in  which  he  almost  systematically  takes  up  individual  Kabbalistic 
concepts  in  order  to  explain  their  meaning  as  key-words  for  the 
personal  life  of  the  pious.  They  do  not  for  this  reason  lose  their 
original  meaning,  which  in  fact  continues  likewise  to  appear,  but 
they  gain  an  additional  level. 

To  this  point  I would  agree  with  Buber.  But  again  he  carries 
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his  claims  too  far  when  he  juxtaposes  the  ideal  of  the  Kabbalist 
who  is  initiated  into  the  divine  mysteries  to  that  of  the  simple 
man  who,  though  he  lacks  rabbinic  and  gnostic  knowledge,  has 
achieved  “unity”  in  his  life.  This  seems  a false  set  of  alternatives. 
The  Kabbalists  never  excluded  the  possibility  that  a simple  and 
unlettered  man  could  reach  the  highest  spiritual  perfection,  nor 
did  Hasidism  declare  such  a “simple  man”  its  highest  ideal.  He 
may  appear  here  and  there  in  Hasidic  legend,  which  in  just  this 
respect  has  adopted  a much  older  pre-Hasidic  Jewish  tradition, 
but  Hasidic  teaching  knows  nothing  of  his  representing  the  high- 
est ideal  which  the  disciple  is  to  realize.  Quite  to  the  contrary,  it 
tirelessly  repeats  the  teaching  of  the  necessary  reciprocal  relation- 
ship between  the  truly  spiritual  man — who  always  appears  as  a 
gnostic  initiate — and  the  simple  people.  These  two  types  of  men 
can  bring  about  the  true  Hasidic  community,  which  needs  both 
of  them,  only  by  binding  themselves  to  their  common  “roots”  in 
the  spiritual  world.  The  Hasidic  legends  honoring  the  faith  of  the 
unlettered  are  essentially  the  same  as  those  found  in  all  great 
religions;  only  in  the  rarest  instances  do  they  shed  light  on  the 
specific  guiding  values  which  Hasidic  literature  sets  up  as  norma- 
tive and  on  the  methods  which  it  prescribes  for  achieving  intimate 
communion  with  God.  This  latter  concern,  achieving  communio 
with  God,  is  the  heart  of  Hasidism. 

I agree  with  Buber  when  he  says: 

What  Hasidism  is  striving  for  in  relation  to  the  Kabbalah  is  the 
deschematization  of  the  mystery.  The  old-new  principle  that  it 
represented,  restored  in  purified  form,  is  that  of  the  cosmic- 
metacosmic  power  and  responsibility  of  man.  “All  worlds  de- 
pend on  his  works,  all  await  and  long  for  the  teaching  and  the 
good  deed  of  man.”  This  principle,  by  virtue  of  its  pure  intensity, 
enabled  Hasidism  to  become  a religious  meeting.  It  is  not  a new 
element  of  teaching.  . . . Only  here  it  has  become  the  center  of  a 
way  of  life  and  of  a community. 

The  idea  that  man’s  action  represents  a meeting  with  God  is 
without  doubt  and  quite  justifiably  central  to  Buber’s  point  of 
view.  It  takes  on  enormous  dimensions  in  his  Hasidic  writings, 
but  raises  the  question:  Does  his  interpretation  of  this  principle, 
as  he  claims,  really  penetrate  to  the  core  of  Hasidism? 

Hasidism  does  indeed  teach  that  man  meets  God  in  the  con- 
creteness of  his  dealings  in  the  world.  But  what  did  the  Hasidim 
mean  by  that?  The  answer  is  clear:  According  to  the  great  mythos 
of  exile  and  redemption  which  is  the  Lurianic  Kabbalah,  “sparks” 
of  the  divine  life  and  fight  were  scattered  in  exile  over  the  entire 
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world,  and  they  long  through  the  actions  of  man  to  be  “lifted  up” 
and  restored  to  their  original  place  in  the  divine  harmony  of  all 
being.  This  Kabbalistic  mythos,  whose  intricate  details  need  not 
be  presented  here — I have  dealt  with  the  subject  at  length  in 
Major  Trends  in  Jewish  Mysticism — is  probably  the  most  impor- 
tant legacy  of  the  Kabbalah  to  Hasidism.  The  many  variations  to 
which  Hasidism  subjected  this  mythos  all  held  that  since  these 
“holy  sparks”  were  to  be  found  everywhere  without  exception, 
Hasidism  denied  in  principle  the  existence  of  a purely  secular 
sphere  of  life  which  would  have  no  significance  for  the  religious 
task  of  man.  Even  what  is  profane  and  seems  irrelevant  to  the 
religious  sphere,  in  fact  contains  a specific  religious  challenge  to 
man.  Everywhere  there  is  an  opportunity,  yea  a necessity,  to  lift 
up  the  “holy  sparks,”  and  everywhere  lurks  the  danger  of  failure. 
Thus  religion  is  not  a beaten  track  in  a narrowly  circumscribed 
course.  New  paths  open  up  in  all  directions,  and  God  stands  at 
the  end  of  every  path.  The  contemplative  mind  can  discover  the 
“spark”  in  every  sphere  of  life  and  thereby  transform  even  what 
is  essentially  profane  into  something  that  possesses  immediate 
religious  significance. 

The  motto  for  this  attitude  was  provided  by  Proverbs  3:6, 
“In  all  thy  ways  acknowledge  Him,”  which  the  Hasidim  inter- 
preted to  mean:  Through  every  single  action  in  which  you  are 
engaged  you  are  enabled  to  gain  knowledge  of  God,  you  are 
enabled  to  meet  Him.  As  a matter  of  fact,  the  Talmud  already 
calls  this  verse  “a  short  word  on  which  all  of  the  chief  points 
of  the  Torah  depend.”  During  the  Middle  Ages  some  commen- 
tators tried  to  set  aside  this  rather  bold  principle  by  seeking  to 
interpret  it  as  narrowly  as  possible;  Hasidism,  in  its  own  mystical 
way,  restored  it  in  its  full  significance.  The  following  remark  is 
attributed  to  Rabbi  Pinhas  of  Koretz:  “How  then  is  it  possible  to 
know  God  in  all  ways?  It  is,  because  when  God  gave  the  Torah, 
the  whole  world  was  filled  with  the  Torah.  Thus  there  is  nothing 
which  did  not  contain  Torah,  and  this  is  the  meaning  of  the  verse. 
Whoever  says  that  the  Torah  is  one  thing  and  the  profane  sphere 
another  is  a heretic.”  Since  the  beginnings  of  Hasidism  this  doc- 
trine has  always  been  regarded  as  one  of  its  basic  principles. 

The  Hasidic  writers  placed  special  emphasis  on  such  “for- 
gotten” realms  of  simple  and  insignificant  action,  and  Hasidism’s 
transformation  of  them  into  vehicles  for  the  sacred  was  one  of  the 
most  original  aspects  of  the  movement.  True  to  their  native 
radicalism — and  it  is  as  radicals  in  temperament  that  the  Hasidim 
have  their  place  in  Jewish  history — they  were  not  afraid  to  for- 


408 


THE  JEWISH  EXPRESSION 


mulate  their  position  in  paradoxes.  “Small  talk  with  one’s  neigh- 
bor can  be  the  vehicle  of  deep  meditation,”  said  the  Baal  Shem. 
“The  main  point  of  divine  worship,”  says  another  leader  of 
Hasidism,  “lies  precisely  in  serving  Him  by  means  of  profane  and 
non-spiritual  things.”  “Even  by  political  gossip  and  conversation 
about  the  wars  of  the  gentiles — the  ultimate  in  idle  talk  and 
wasted  time  in  the  eyes  of  contemporary  Jewish  moralists! — may 
a man  be  able  to  attain  an  intimate  connection  with  God,”  says  a 
third.  And  this  amazing  statement  is  by  no  means  a simple  exag- 
geration-— its  author  gives  detailed  advice  on  how  to  perform  the 
feat.  The  Rabbi  of  Polnoye,  a disciple  of  the  Baal  Shem,  sums  it 
up  this  way:  “There  is  nothing  in  the  world,  large  or  small,  which 
is  isolated  from  God,  for  He  is  present  in  all  things.  Therefore, 
the  perfect  man  can  perform  deep  meditations  and  contemplative 
acts  of  ‘unification’  even  in  such  earthly  actions  as  eating,  drink- 
ing, and  sexual  intercourse,  yes,  even  in  business  transactions.” 
The  contemplative  acts  of  mystical  spiritual  concentration,  which 
in  Kabbalistic  terminology  are  called  unifications  (in  Hebrew: 
yihudim;  singular:  yihud),  need  no  longer  be  performed  in  soli- 
tude and  retreat  from  the  world;  they  can  also  be  done  in  the 
market  place  and  precisely  in  those  places  which  seem  most  re- 
moved from  the  realm  of  the  spirit.  It  is  here  that  the  true  Hasid 
finds  the  perfect  arena  for  a perfectly  paradoxical  achievement. 

But  is  this  achievement  really  paradoxical?  At  this  point  we 
must  come  to  grips  with  the  central  principle  of  Buber’s  inter- 
pretation of  Hasidism.  The  teaching  which  I have  just  discussed 
is  a fact  of  intellectual  history.  But  how  is  it  to  be  understood? 
What  kind  of  contact  with  the  concrete  reality  of  things  does 
man,  following  this  radically  mystical  theory,  achieve  by  lifting 
up  the  holy  sparks?  Does  he  in  fact  arrive  at  an  intimate  acquain- 
tance with  the  concrete  in  its  actual  concreteness,  i.e.,  with  “life 
as  it  is”?  In  using  this  phrase,  I am  quoting  Buber  who  says  with 
great  clarity  and  conviction  that  Hasidism  “kindled  in  its  fol- 
lowers a joy  in  the  world  as  it  is,  in  life  as  it  is,  in  every  hour  of  life 
in  this  world  as  that  hour  is,”  and  that  it  taught  a “constant,  un- 
daunted, and  enthusiastic  joy  in  the  here  and  now.” 

This  far-reaching  thesis  constitutes  the  basis  of  Buber’s  ex- 
istentialist interpretation  of  Hasidism  as  a teaching  of  the  com- 
plete realization  of  the  here  and  now.  It  seems  to  me  we  can  gain 
a more  precise  understanding  of  the  truly  dialectical  nature  of  the 
Hasidic  teaching  if  we  clarify  for  ourselves  what  makes  Buber’s 
thesis  so  dubious.  Of  course  Hasidism  in  a certain  sense  knows 
joy  and  affirmation  of  reality — a fact  that  has  never  eluded  the 
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attention  of  the  many  writers  on  Hasidism.  However,  the  Hasidic 
doctrine  of  relation  of  the  “concrete”  is  more  complicated  and 
seems  to  me  far  removed  from  Buber’s  interpretation.  This  is 
quite  clear  in  regard  to  the  twist  which  Hasidic  authors  gave  to  the 
Kabbalistic  doctrine  of  the  uplifting  of  the  sparks,  which  I should 
now  like  to  explain  with  the  utmost  possible  precision. 

The  teaching  of  the  uplifting  of  the  sparks  through  human 
activity  does  in  fact  mean  that  there  is  an  element  in  reality  with 
which  man  can  and  should  establish  a positive  connection,  but 
the  exposure  or  realization  of  this  element  simultaneously  an- 
nihilates reality,  insofar  as  “reality”  signifies,  as  it  does  for  Buber, 
the  here  and  now.  For  the  “undaunted  and  enthusiastic  joy,” 
which,  to  be  sure,  Hasidism  did  demand  of  its  adherents,  is  not  a 
joy  in  the  here  and  now.  In  joy — and  we  may  say  with  Buber:  in 
all  that  he  does  with  full  concentration — man  does  not  enter  into 
relation  with  the  here  and  now  (as  Buber  conceives  it)  but  with 
what  is  hidden  in  the  essentially  irrelevant  garment  of  the  here 
and  now.  Buber’s  joy  in  life  as  it  is  and  in  the  world  as  it  is  seems 
to  me  a rather  modern  idea,  and  I must  say  that  the  Hasidic  ex- 
pressions seem  to  me  to  convey  a totally  different  mood.  They 
do  not  teach  us  to  enjoy  life  as  it  is;  rather,  they  advise  us — 
better:  demand  of  us — to  extract,  I am  tempted  to  say  distill, 
from  “life  as  it  is”  the  perpetual  life  of  God.  But  this  is  the  salient 
point:  the  “extraction”  is  an  act  of  abstraction.  It  is  not  the 
fleeting  here  and  now  to  which  joy  is  directed,  but  the  eternal 
unity  and  presence  of  transcendence.  Now  of  course  it  is  just  this 
concept  of  abstraction  in  regard  to  joy  and  to  the  uplifting  of  the 
sparks  to  which  Buber’s  interpretation  of  Hasidism  objects.  He 
does  away  with  it  because  it  runs  counter  to  his  essential  interest 
in  Hasidism  as  an  anti-Platonic,  existentialist  teaching.  Buber 
says:  “Here  where  we  stand  the  hidden  divine  life  must  be  made 
to  shine  forth.”  This  formula  does  in  fact  convey  authentic 
Hasidic  teaching,  but  with  an  ambiguity  of  which  Buber’s  readers 
cannot  become  aware.  For  precisely  in  that  act  in  which  we  let  the 
hidden  life  shine  forth  we  destroy  the  here  and  now,  instead  of — 
as  Buber  would  have  it — realizing  it  in  its  full  concreteness. 

Interestingly  enough,  Buber’s  statement  may  be  found  almost 
word  for  word  in  Kabbalistic  writers  such  as  Moses  Cordovero, 
and  represents  a gnostic  thesis  whose  meaning  Hasidic  teaching 
did  not  alter  in  the  least.  When  you  see  a beautiful  woman,  says 
Rabbi  Dov  Baer  of  Mezritch  whom  I have  already  mentioned, 
you  should  by  no  means  think  of  her  beauty  in  its  concrete  tangi- 
ble form — i.e.,  as  it  exists  in  the  concrete  here  and  now — but 
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disregard  its  concrete  reality  and  direct  your  spirit  to  the  divine 
beauty  which  shines  forth  from  the  concrete  phenomenon.  Then 
you  will  no  longer  behold  the  beautiful  and  seductive  here  and 
now  which  is  this  woman,  but  the  ideal  and  eternal  quality  of 
beauty  itself  which  is  one  of  God’s  attributes  and  one  of  the 
spheres  of  His  manifestation;  from  there  you  will  progress  to  the 
contemplation  of  the  source  of  all  beauty  in  God  Himself.  State- 
ments of  this  kind  in  Hasidic  literature  are  legion.  They  use  the 
concrete  meeting  of  man  with  reality  as  a springboard  to  trans- 
cend reality,  not  to  fulfill  it.  Their  Platonic  ring  sounds  rather 
different  from  Buber’s  exaltation  of  the  here  and  now,  and  Hasidic 
mysticism  is  not  half  as  this-worldly  as  Buber’s  readers  must  be 
inclined  to  suppose.  The  here  and  now  is  transcended  and  dis- 
appears when  the  divine  element  makes  its  appearance  in  contem- 
plation, and  the  Hasidim  were  tireless  in  deriving  this  moral  from 
their  dicta.  As  so  often  in  the  history  of  mysticism,  here,  too, 
human  action  is  laden  with  contemplative  meaning  and  thus 
transformed  into  a vehicle  of  the  mystical  deed. 

Moreover,  the  Hasidic  conception  of  the  realization  of  the  con- 
crete, which  in  the  final  analysis  is  what  concerns  us  here,  contains 
an  essential  element  of  destruction  of  which  Buber’s  analysis,  as 
far  as  I can  determine,  understandably  fails  to  take  notice.  The 
Baal  Shem  and  his  followers,  however,  were  quite  clearly  aware 
of  this  element,  which  recurs  again  and  again  in  the  classical 
literature.  Let  me  quote  only  one  particularly  characteristic  state- 
ment that  is  ascribed  to  the  Baal  Shem  to  make  clear  what  is  at 
issue.  It  was  transmitted  by  Rabbi  Wolf  of  Zhitomir. 

The  Baal  Shem  once  asked  an  outstanding  scholar  about  his 
relation  to  prayer:  “What  do  you  do  and  where  do  you  direct 
your  thoughts  when  you  pray?”  He  answered:  “I  bind  myself 
to  everything  of  individual  vitality  which  is  present  in  ah  created 
things.  For  in  each  and  every  created  thing  there  must  be  a 
vitality  which  it  derives  from  the  divine  effluence.  I unite  with 
them  when  I direct  my  words  to  God  in  order  by  my  prayer  to 
penetrate  the  highest  regions.”  Then  the  Baal  Shem  said  to  him: 
“If  that  is  what  you  do,  you  destroy  the  world,  for  in  extracting 
its  vitality  and  raising  it  to  a higher  level,  you  leave  the  individual 
created  things  without  their  vitality.”  He  said  to  him:  “But  since 
I bind  myself  to  them,  how  could  I extract  their  vitality  from 
them?”  The  Baal  Shem  replied:  “Your  own  words  indicate  that 
your  prayer  cannot  carry  much  weight,  for  you  do  not  believe 
that  you  have  the  power  to  lift  their  vitality  out  of  them.” 

Here,  then,  we  have  the  clear  and  radical  thesis:  The  actual 
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and  final  realization  of  such  a communion  has  a destructive  qual- 
ity. And  the  solution  the  author  suggests  for  this  dilemma  points 
up  the  dialectical  character  of  these  concepts  of  communion  and 
lifting  up.  This  act,  in  which  all  that  is  alive  in  individual  things 
is  raised  to  a higher  level,  belongs  only  to  the  moment  and  may 
not  last.  At  the  same  instant  in  which  the  vital  force  is  extracted 
from  things  it  must  flow  back  into  them.  Or,  as  so  many  Hasidic 
writers  like  to  put  it:  It  is  necessary  to  reduce  things  to  their 
nothingness  in  order  to  restore  them  to  their  true  nature.  Only 
genuine  adepts  are  able  to  perform  this  esoteric  action,  as  the 
author  is  well  aware.  Buber’s  opinion  that  Hasidism  renounced 
esotericism  is  not  at  all  supported  by  an  analysis  of  the  sayings  of 
the  Baal  Shem.  Nor  does  such  an  action,  as  Buber  claims,  result 
in  the  realization  of  the  concrete  in  its  concreteness.  For,  as  is 
clearly  indicated  by  the  statements  of  the  Baal  Shem,  it  is  not  of 
the  essence  of  this  act  that  it  is  momentary  and  without  duration. 
That  it  must  be  broken  off  is  only  accidental,  caused  by  man’s 
decision  to  discontinue  it  or  his  weakness  and  inability  to  sustain 
such  a destructive  penetration  and  communion.  As  such,  this 
penetration  is  much  more  likely  to  empty  the  concrete  than  to  fill 
it  totally  with  concreteness,  as  Buber  would  have  it.  We  might 
perhaps  say  that  the  dialogue  which  the  Hasidic  author  reports 
could  be  understood  rather  well  as  a dialogue  between  the  Baal 
Shem  and  Buber. 

The  classical  literature  of  Hasidism — the  writings  of  the  great 
disciples  of  the  Baal  Shem — contradicts  Buber’s  interpretation 
also  in  another  way:  It  consistently  treats  the  individual  and  con- 
crete existence  or  phenomenon  quite  disdainfully.  The  Hebrew 
expressions  for  the  concrete,  totally  in  contradiction  to  what 
Buber  would  lead  us  to  suspect,  always  have  a disparaging 
nuance.  Only  thus  can  we  also  understand  why  the  “stripping  off 
of  corporeality,”  quite  in  the  spirit  of  mysticism  but  not  at  all  in 
the  spirit  of  Buber’s  interpretation,  serves  as  a high  ideal  which 
can  be  achieved  in  prayer  or  meditation.  The  here  and  now  does 
indeed  present  a valuable  opportunity  for  meeting  between  God 
and  man,  but  such  meeting  can  occur  only  where  man  tears  open 
another  dimension  in  the  here  and  now — an  act  which  makes  the 
“concrete”  disappear.  In  other  words,  the  concrete  in  Buber’s 
sense  does  not  even  exist  in  Hasidism.  The  here  and  now  of 
created  existence  is  not  identical  with  that  which  shines  forth 
from  it  once  it  has  become  transparent.  The  assumption  of  such 
an  identity  contradicts  the  real  Hasidic  teaching  which  makes 
perceiving  the  divine  kernel  of  all  existence  dependent  precisely 
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on  emptying  the  concrete  phenomenon  of  its  own  weight  and 
individual  significance. 

Buber’s  formulations  always  blur  this  essential  difference.  On 
the  other  hand,  he  establishes  a distinction  between  the  Platonic 
lifting  up  of  the  concrete  into  the  realm  of  ideas  and  the  existen- 
tial seizing  of  the  holy  sparks  hidden  in  all  things.  But  this  dis- 
tinction belongs  entirely  to  Buber’s  personal  interpretation  and  is 
by  no  means  as  clear-cut  in  the  Hasidic  texts.  For  the  Hasidim, 
realization,  the  seizing  of  reality,  was  a precarious  enterprise.  Un- 
der the  strain  of  such  realization,  as  is  contained  in  the  teaching  of 
the  lifting  up  of  the  sparks,  “reality”  itself  might  break  apart.  For 
it  is  not  the  concrete  reality  of  things  that  appears  as  the  ideal 
result  of  the  mystic’s  action,  but  something  of  the  Messianic  real- 
ity in  which  all  things  have  been  restored  to  their  proper  place  in 
the  scheme  of  creation  and  thereby  been  deeply  transformed  and 
transfigured.  Thus,  concepts  like  reality  and  concreteness  mean 
something  totally  different  for  Buber  than  for  the  Hasidim.  He 
sometimes  uses  these  terms  both  for  the  realm  of  the  here  and 
now  and  for  the  realm  of  transformed  existence — a circumstance 
which  has  tended  to  render  indistinct  the  problem  posed  by  his 
interpretation.  Since,  in  addition,  the  Hasidim  laid  great  stress  on 
the  teaching  that  human  activity  is  not  able  to  really  bring  about 
or  reveal  the  Messianic  world — a point  which  likewise  remains 
unclear  in  Buber’s  writings — they  were  left,  in  their  own  view, 
only  with  prescribing  ways  and  means  for  the  individual  to  use 
the  concrete  as  a vehicle  to  the  abstract  and  thereby  to  the  ulti- 
mate source  of  all  being.  Though  couched  in  the  language  of  very 
personal  religion,  this  may  be  conventional  theology  and  not 
nearly  as  exciting  as  the  new  interpretation  which  Buber  has  read 
into  it;  in  any  case,  it  is  what  Hasidism  stood  for. 

Yet  one  should  not  underestimate  the  possibility  that  the  teach- 
ing of  the  lifting  up  of  the  sparks  was  in  practice  understood  by 
many  Hasidim  in  a less  dialectical  fashion  than  originally  in- 
tended. Hasidic  theory,  as  presented  by  the  Baal  Shem  himself 
and  the  most  significant  among  the  first  generations  of  disciples, 
never  lost  its  awareness  of  the  destructive  consequences  which 
flow  from  this  doctrine  and  sought  to  devise  ways  and  means  to 
avoid  them.  But  the  complaints  of  both  friend  and  foe  alike  test- 
ify that  the  practice  was  often  more  primitive  than  the  theory. 
For  many  Hasidim  lifting  up  the  sparks  did  in  fact  mean  living 
a fuller  life.  They  were  not  concerned  with  emptying  the  real  by 
removing  the  sparks,  but  with  filling  it  by  bringing  them  in.  Here 
the  holy  sparks  no  longer  appear  as  metaphysical  elements  of 
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divine  being,  but  as  subjective  feelings  of  joy  and  affirmation 
which  are  projected  into  the  relation  between  man  and  his  envi- 
ronment. This,  however,  is  a view  that  derives  not  from  the 
theology  of  the  founders  of  Hasidism  but  from  the  mood  of  some 
of  its  followers.  And  of  course  it  is  this  popular  or  vulgar  version, 
which  is  sometimes  (by  no  means  always!)  reflected  in  the  world 
of  Hasidic  legend,  which  provides  the  relative  justification  for 
Buber’s  highly  simplified  view.  But  to  call  this  the  message  of 
Hasidism  seems  to  me  far  from  the  truth. 

I have  here  dealt  in  detail  with  one  central  point  in  Buber’s 
interpretation  of  Hasidism.  Were  we  to  analyze  other  important 
concepts  we  would  face  the  same  task  of  testing  Buber’s  state- 
ments by  reference  to  the  theoretical  literature  of  Hasidism.  We 
would  then  find  that  the  curiously  vague  and  ambiguous  terms 
Buber  uses  are  always  almost,  but  never  quite,  Hasidic.  I can 
hardly  think  of  a better  illustration  for  this  than  the  following 
sentence:  “In  the  Hasidic  message  the  separation  between  ‘life 
in  God’  and  ‘life  in  the  world,’  the  primal  evil  of  all  ‘religion,’  is 
overcome  in  genuine,  concrete  unity.”  This  sentence  seems  to 
indicate  that  man’s  responsibility  is  infinitely  more  important 
than  the  dogmatic  formulations  of  rigid  institutional  religion.  But 
it  is  a fact  that  what  Buber  calls  “the  primal  evil  of  all  religion” 
asserts  itself  at  the  center  of  Hasidic  teaching.  Buber’s  “concrete 
unity,”  when  applied  to  Hasidism,  is  a fiction,  for  “life  in  the 
world”  is  no  longer  life  in  the  world  when  its  divine  roots  appear 
in  contemplation  and  thereby  transform  it  into  “life  in  God.”  It 
is  naturally  not  surprising  that,  contrary  to  Buber,  the  Hasidic 
writings  maintain  that  fundamental  separation  which  so  embit- 
ters Buber. 

This  brings  us  to  a point  that  is  crucial  for  Buber’s  interpreta- 
tion and  for  the  difference  between  him  and  the  historical  phe- 
nomenon of  Hasidism.  To  put  it  bluntly,  Buber  is  a religious 
anarchist  and  his  teaching  is  religious  anarchism.  By  that  I mean 
the  following:  Buber’s  philosophy  demands  of  man  that  he  set 
himself  a direction  and  reach  a decision,  but  it  says  nothing  about 
which  direction  and  which  decision.  Rather,  he  says  explicitly 
that  such  direction  and  decision  can  be  formulated  only  in  the 
world  of  It  in  which  the  world  of  the  living  I and  Thou  is  objecti- 
fied and  dies.  But  in  the  world  of  living  relation  nothing  can  be 
formulated  and  there  are  no  commandments.  Whether  right  or 
wrong,  Hasidism  could  not  share  this  essentially  anarchical  view 
since  it  remained  obligated  to  Jewish  tradition.  And  this  tradi- 
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tion  presents  a teaching  in  which  directions  and  decisions  could 
be  formulated,  i.e.,  a teaching  concerning  what  should  be  done. 
Only  against  this  background  can  we  understand  in  its  true  con- 
text the  certainly  emphatic  interest  of  Hasidism  in  the  how  of 
such  action.  For  Buber  this  world  of  the  how  is  all  that  has  re- 
mained. “No  longer  the  established  act  but  the  consecration  of  all 
action  becomes  decisive.”  It  is  this  concept  of  consecration, 
which  often  recurs  in  Buber’s  writings,  that  furnishes  the  key  for 
his  specific  type  of  religious  anarchism.  This  “consecration”  is 
the  moral  intensity  and  responsibility  which  determine  the  how 
in  the  relation  between  man  and  his  action,  but  not  its  content. 
With  admirable  consistency  Buber  has  always  refused  to  pin  him- 
self down  on  any  content  of  such  action,  on  any  what.  We  can 
therefore  understand  why  references  to  the  Torah  and  the  com- 
mandments, which  for  the  Hasidim  still  meant  everything,  in 
Buber’s  presentation  become  extremely  nebulous.  To  be  sure, 
Jewish  mysticism,  which  developed  a certain  conception  of  the 
meaning  of  revelation,  greatly  expanded  the  realm  to  which  the 
Torah,  as  an  ultimate  value  system,  has  reference.  But  it  is  still 
identifiable  as  Torah  and  that  separation,  of  which  Buber  speaks 
so  disparagingly,  is  preserved  even  in  Hasidism.  Where  the  sepa- 
ration of  the  realms  is  overcome,  it  occurs  at  the  expense  of  “life 
in  the  world,”  as  the  saying  of  Rabbi  Pinhas  of  Koretz  quoted 
above  shows  clearly.  Buber’s  interpretation  of  the  meaning  of 
such  Hasidic  concepts  an  “intention”  and  the  “quality  of  fervor,” 
which  accompany  man’s  actions  and  are  supposed  to  permeate 
them,  may  represent  a significant  and  humanly  impressive  for- 
mulation of  the  basic  principle  of  religious  anarchism;  but  in  con- 
nection with  his  interpretation  of  Hasidism  this  interpretation 
isolates  a moment,  which  has  its  meaning  only  in  the  context  of 
other  considerations  that  Buber  has  neglected,  and  dissolves  it  in 
the  completely  undetermined  and  indeterminable. 

Buber’s  interpretation  stresses  the  uniqueness  of  the  task  con- 
fronting every  single  individual.  “All  men  have  access  to  God, 
but  each  has  a different  one.”  This  is  certainly  true,  but  it  is  not 
a new  statement  of  personal  religion  introduced  by  Hasidism. 
Rather,  this  idea  comes  originally  from  the  Lurianic  Kabbalah, 
i.e.,  from  that  very  gnosis  at  which  Buber  in  his  later  writings 
looks  so  askance.  It  holds  that  each  individual  is  enjoined  to  raise 
the  holy  sparks  which  belong  specifically  to  his  spiritual  root  in 
the  great  soul  of  Adam,  the  common  soul  of  all  mankind.  For  at 
one  time  every  soul  and  soul-root  had  its  special  place  in  this  soul 
of  Adam.  All  that  Hasidism  did  was  to  formulate  this  theory  in  a 
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popular  manner  and  thereby  give  it  an  even  more  personal  turn. 
Thus  the  Hasidic  teaching  of  the  sparks,  which  in  the  social  and 
personal  environment  of  man  await  meeting  with  him  and  being 
lifted  up  by  him,  really  represents  “Kabbalah  become  ethos.” 

Another  example  of  the  peculiar  vagueness  in  Buber’s  use  of 
Hasidic  concepts  is  presented  by  his  use  of  the  word  yihud  (‘uni- 
fication”), which  he  considers  of  great  importance.  Following 
Kabbalistic  parlance,  the  Hasidim  use  yihud  to  mean  a contem- 
plative act  by  which  man  binds  himself  to  the  spiritual  element 
by  concentrating  his  mind  on  the  holy  letters  of  the  Torah,  which 
is  also  the  holy  book  of  nature.  Buber,  however,  asserts  that  in 
Hasidism  yihud  is  no  longer  a magic  formula  or  procedure  as  it 
is  in  the  Kabbalah.  Rather  it  is  “none  other  than  the  normal  life 
of  man,  only  concentrated  and  directed  toward  the  goal  of  uni- 
fication.” There  may  also  still  have  been  yihud  in  the  older  sense, 
but  “this  magical  component  never  touched  the  center  of  Hasidic 
teaching.”  Yet  I must  say  that  I have  been  unable  to  find  in  the 
Hasidic  writings  any  new  shade  in  the  meaning  of  this  concept. 
In  the  older  Hebrew  literature  it  always  had  two  meanings,  and 
neither  has  undergone  any  change  in  the  Hasidic  literature.  The 
first  derives  from  the  Kabbalists  and  always  designates  some  spe- 
cial meditation  which  is  to  accompany  a specific  act,  a meditation 
in  which  one  unites  himself  with  a spiritual  reality — be  it  the  soul 
of  a departed  saint  or  its  sparks,  or  be  it  a name  of  God  or  of  one 
of  his  hypostatized  attributes.  In  this  usage  the  concept  also  desig- 
nates the  result  achieved  by  such  meditation.  The  second  mean- 
ing of  yihud,  however,  derives  above  all  from  the  once  very 
famous  ethical  work  of  Bahya  ibn  Pakuda.  The  Duties  of  the 
Heart,  where  it  refers  to  the  directing  of  awareness  or  of  action 
toward  God.  In  this  sense  the  concept  is  always  used  only  in  the 
singular.  Where  it  occurs  in  the  plural,  it  can  only  have  the  Kab- 
balistic meaning  which  has  to  do  exclusively  with  contemplation 
and  not,  as  Buber  would  have  it,  with  the  concrete  unity  of  human 
life  achieved  by  the  intensity  of  concentration.  Such  acts  of  yihud 
are  achieved  by  contemplative  communion  with  the  inwardness 
of  the  “letters”  which  are  imprinted  in  all  being.  In  all  the  sayings 
of  the  Baal  Shem  of  which  I am  aware,  the  term  is  used  in  this 
precise  and  technical  sense.  Thus  Buber’s  translations  of  many 
passages  on  yihud  are  very  modern,  appealing,  and  suggestive, 
but  they  are  not  acceptable. 

To  sum  up,  the  merits  of  Buber’s  presentation  of  Hasidic  leg- 
ends and  sayings  are  indeed  very  great.  Precisely  in  the  mature 
form  of  the  anecdote,  which  dominates  his  later  writings,  this 
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presentation  will  in  large  measure  stand  the  test  of  time.  But  the 
spiritual  message  he  has  read  into  these  writings  is  far  too  closely 
tied  to  assumptions  that  derive  from  his  own  philosophy  of  religi- 
ous anarchism  and  existentialism  and  have  no  roots  in  the  texts 
themselves.  Too  much  is  left  out  in  this  description  of  Hasidism, 
and  what  is  included  is  overloaded  with  very  personal  specula- 
tions. Their  character  may  be  exalted  and  they  may  appeal  deeply 
to  the  modem  mind.  But  if  we  would  understand  the  real  phe- 
nomenon of  Hasidism,  both  in  its  grandeur  and  in  its  decay 
(which  are  in  many  ways  connected),  we  shall  have  to  start  again 
from  the  beginning. 

POSTSCRIPT 

When  the  above  analysis  was  first  published,  Buber  wrote  a 
short  reply  which  appeared  at  the  end  of  his  Schriften  zum  Chas- 
sidismus  ( 1963,  pp.  991-98).  Here  he  once  again  commented  on 
the  relation  of  teaching  and  legend  to  the  life  of  the  community  in 
the  history  of  religions.  The  following  is  my  response. 

i 

Buber  s statements — which  insofar  as  they  touch  upon  general 
issues  will  scarcely  encounter  any  basic  opposition — miss  the 
main  point  in  our  discussion.  The  teaching  of  Hasidism  was  de- 
veloped by  the  immediate  disciples  of  the  Baal  Shem  and  the 
Maggid  of  Mezritch,  using  concepts  which  the  first  masters  had 
employed  themselves — and  these  were  Kabbalistic  concepts.  At 
the  same  time  these  disciples  wrote  under  the  full  impact  of  the 
new  group  life,  which  to  a great  extent  they  themselves  had 
helped  to  create.  There  is  no  basis  whatever  in  the  Hasidic  tradi- 
tion for  the  attempt  to  construct  a possible  contradiction  between 
the  specifics  of  this  group  life  and  the  concepts  through  which  it 
unfolded.  Just  those  writings,  in  which  what  Buber  calls  the  epi- 
gonic  element  is  least  prominent  and  the  original  effective  im- 
pulse attains  undistorted  expression,  characteristically  reproduce 
many  maxims  of  the  Baal  Shem  (quite  clearly  distinguishable  from 
the  styles  of  the  disciples),  but  they  are  not  legends  in  Buber’s 
sense  of  the  term.  The  salient  point  of  my  critique  is  that  these 
writings  thoroughly  contradict  Buber’s  assertions  regarding  the 
meaning  of  Hasidic  life  as  he  formulated  them  in  his  later  writings, 
and  that  he  silently  passes  over  this  contradiction  in  order  to  rely 
on  anecdotes  which  are  more  susceptible  to  his  own  reinterpreta- 
tion. To  be  sure,  he  attempts  to  make  it  plausible  that  these  anec- 
dotes could  perhaps  be  as  old  as  the  theoretical  writings,  but  this 
can  only  rarely  be  shown,  while  in  many  instances  just  the  oppo- 
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site  is  demonstrable.  It  is  precisely  the  analysis  of  the  oldest  source 
of  Hasidic  legend  which  makes  this  clear.  The  older  and  more  au- 
thentic the  historical  and  social  framework  within  which  many  of 
these  oldest  legends  move  or  are  enclosed,  the  less  do  they  stand 
in  real  contradiction  to  the  theoretical  writings,  produced  in  the 
same  milieu,  at  the  same  time  or  considerably  earlier.  Naturally 
I do  not  say  that  the  legends  are  worthless  as  evidence.  What  I do 
say  is  that  Buber’s  interpretation  must  be  false  when  for  anyone 
familiar  with  the  texts  this  interpretation  establishes  such  a con- 
tradiction— and  this  applies  to  crucial  points.  Buber’s  reference 
to  the  special  task  which  he  has  set  himself  and  which  has  deter- 
mined his  selection  of  the  material  and  his  attitude  to  the  sources 
makes  no  difference.  Buber  does  not  like  it  when  the  obvious  sub- 
jectivity of  his  selection  is  emphasized,  and  in  reply  refers  to  the 
“reliability  of  the  chooser  in  carrying  out  his  special  task.”  I am 
convinced  that  his  selection  corresponds  as  much  as  possible  to 
the  sense  of  his  own  message.  I am  not  convinced  that  the  sense 
of  his  message,  as  he  formulated  it,  is  that  of  Hasidism. 

ii 

I should  like  to  add  a word  about  the  parallels  which  Buber 
draws  in  his  reply  between  the  Hasidic  anecdotes  and  the  Zen 
stories.  I do  not  believe  that  these  parallels  can  be  drawn.  The 
Zen  stories  are  not  legends  at  all,  but  rather — and  this  does  not 
appear  in  Buber’s  statements — exercises  for  meditation,  and  thus 
they  belong  to  a completely  different  genre.  That  they  are  clothed 
in  the  form  of  a tale  does  not  make  them  legends.  They  are  ex- 
clusively statements  which  are  at  first  glance  totally  senseless  or  in 
the  highest  degree  paradoxical.  The  disciples  are  instructed  to 
meditate  on  them  for  weeks  or  months  in  order  thereby  to  drive 
forward  to  illumination.  They  transmit  a mystical  reality  which, 
since  it  cannot  be  grasped  by  maxims,  revels  in  the  assertion  of 
ultimate  paradoxes.  But  the  Hasidic  anecdote,  precisely  as  it  has 
been  so  masterfully  canonized  in  Buber’s  new  formulations,  is  an 
entirely  different  matter.  Its  sense  and  meaning  are  immediately 
revealed  and  they  transmit  something  which  can  be  transmitted. 
Thus  it  moves  in  a totally  different  sphere  of  religious  experience. 
I cannot  believe  that  this  juxtaposition  provides  any  greater  un- 
derstanding of  the  specific  character  of  the  Hasidic  stories.  The 
anecdotal  garb  of  the  koan,  which  mentions  names  and  events,  is 
more  closely  related  to  the  form  in  which  the  great  teachers  of 
jurisprudence  used  to  give  their  students  seminar  assignments 
than  it  is  to  religious  legend. 
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In  order  to  make  it  clear  how  little  Buber’s  selection  of  the 
Hasidic  material  may  be  compared  to  the  category  of  the  pro- 
vocative and  unintelligible  Zen  utterances,  I would  like  to  tell  a 
little  story  which  deals  with  Buber  himself.  I once  asked  Buber 
why  in  his  writings  he  had  suppressed  the  significant  and  un- 
fathomable words  regarding  the  Messianic  age  that  were  trans- 
mitted in  the  name  of  Rabbi  Israel  of  Rizhin.  I shall  always 
remember  his  reply.  He  said:  because  I do  not  understand  them. 


17 


Rabbi  Israel  Salanter  * 

by  Louis  Ginzberg 


i 

The  following  anecdote  is  told  about  Rabbi  Joshua  ben 
Korha,  who  flourished  about  the  middle  of  the  second 
century.  A man  once  left  a will  which  caused  the  Probate 
Court  no  little  embarrassment.  The  will  read  as  follows: 
“My  son  shall  not  receive  his  inheritance  until  he  becomes 
foolish.”  The  judges,  after  long  deliberation,  betook  them- 
selves to  Rabbi  Joshua  to  get  his  advice  in  the  difficult  case. 
As  they  approached  his  house,  they  saw  him  crawling  on  all 
fours  with  a cord  in  his  mouth,  held  by  his  little  son,  who 
was  playing  horse  with  his  father.  When  the  judges  finally 
were  ushered  into  the  presence  of  the  Rabbi,  they  placed 
before  him  the  difficult  question  that  was  the  cause  of  their 
visit.  Laughingly  the  Rabbi  said:  “I  have  given  you  a con- 
crete illustration  of  your  case;  for  everyone  becomes  foolish 
as  soon  as  he  has  children.”  The  testament  was  therefore 
interpreted  as  meaning  that  it  was  the  wish  of  the  deceased 
to  have  his  son  married  and  the  father  of  children  before  he 
received  his  patrimony.1 

We  shall  not  tarry  to  consider  the  legal  side  of  this  narrative. 
This  was  attended  to  by  the  parties  interested  in  the  contest 
over  the  will.  It  will  pay  us  better  to  consider  the  psychological 
aspect  of  the  story  a little  more  closely. 

In  the  mechanical  world  as  well  as  in  the  world  of  feeling, 
it  is  a truth  that  every  primary  force  is  one-sided  in  its  action. 

* Delivered  in  the  Course  of  Public  Lectures  of  the  Jewish  Theological 
Seminary  of  America,  February  25,  1904. 

From  Students,  Scholars  and  Saints,  Philadelphia,  Jewish  Publication 
Society  of  America,  1928. 
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It  persists  in  one  direction  so  long  as  no  other  force  appears 
to  counteract  or  thwart  it.2  Thus  it  happens  that  our  feelings 
under  strong  excitement  carry  us  along  with  such  force  that 
we  are  impelled  to  acts  which,  under  other  circumstances,  we 
should  regard  as  foolish.  Rabbi  Joshua  sank  the  dignity  of 
the  scholar  in  the  pride  and  affection  of  the  father  that 
dominated  him  for  the  moment.  The  Rabbis  teach  us  this 
truth  in  their  peculiar  way.  The  pity  is  that  writers  of  history, 
and  especially  of  Jewish  history,  have  often  ignored  it  in 
judging  the  heroes  who  have  influenced  the  course  of  events. 

The  law  is  the  same  in  the  intellectual  as  in  the  mechanical 
and  emotional  world.  There  is  no  great  thought  that  has 
become  an  impelling  power  in  history  which  has  not  been 
espoused  at  its  origin  by  men  willing  to  put  all  their  physical 
and  spiritual  powers  entirely  at  its  service.  Men  who  produce 
spiritual  movements  are  themselves  primary  forces,  their 
inner  natures  are  filled  with  a single  thought,  and  with  this 
peculiar  thought  they  identify  their  personality  to  the  exclusion 
of  all  else,  indeed  to  the  point  of  isolation  from  all  else. 
Our  culture  is  therefore  the  resultant  of  a number  of  one- 
sided forces,  whose  originators  would  hear  nothing  of  com- 
promise, but  which  end  in  a harmonious  union,  because  no 
force  is  strong  enough  to  hold  the  field  alone.  The  history  of 
facts  embraces  only  the  feebler  part  of  reality.  To  comprehend 
and  properly  appreciate  historical  events,  we  must  go  back 
to  those  primary  ideas  which,  though  never  completely 
realized,  are  still  the  only  creative  forces  to  be  considered. 
Therefore,  we  must  take  as  the  starting  point  of  history  the 
records  of  those  men  who,  regardless  of  actual  conditions,  in 
their  enthusiasm  for  one  particular  thought  viewed  life  through 
the  prism  of  this  thought  and  saw  nothing  else. 

The  essential  thing  in  this  world  is  not  to  serve  this  or  that 
ideal  indifferently,  but,  with  all  one’s  soul,  to  serve  the  ideal 
which  one  has  chosen.  If  we  look  at  history  from  this  point 
of  view,  we  shall  have  to  admit  that  the  average  and  common- 
place persons  do  not  represent  the  nation  so  well  as  its  heroes. 
On  the  contrary,  as  has  been  well  said,  “The  true  mind  of 
a people  at  any  time  is  best  ascertained  by  examining  that 
of  its  greatest  men.”  What  is  true  of  the  general  history  of 
a people  is  eminently  so  in  the  history  of  its  religion.  For 
in  the  history  of  religion  the  experience  which  furnishes  us 
with  the  needful  touchstone  is  that  of  the  religious  life,  and 
for  this  we  must  have  recourse  to  those  who  have  best  lived 
that  life,  that  is  to  say,  the  saints. 
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Furthermore  it  is  the  saint  who  displays  in  a special  degree 
the  excellencies  which  characterize  the  religious  ideals  of  the 
nation.  In  order,  then,  to  understand  the  religion  of  the  Jew 
and  the  history  of  the  Synagogue,  we  must  make  diligent  use  of 
the  lives  of  the  saints. 

The  dearth  of  biographical  material  so  conspicuous  in  the 
sources  of  Jewish  history  is  one  of  the  main  reasons  why  it 
is  inadequately  understood  and  judged.  The  most  unusual 
movements  of  Judaism  have  generally  the  fewest  documents 
and  their  most  remarkable  leaders  are  the  least  known.  The 
great  in  Israel’s  later  history  whom  we  know  best,  belong  to 
a set  of  men  whom  it  is  easier  to  describe  collectively  than 
separately,  whose  minds  were  formed  by  one  system  of 
discipline.  Only  rarely  can  we  gratify  our  desire  to  study 
Jewish  ideals  not  written  upon  paper  but  upon  living  souls. 
In  modern  times  such  religious  geniuses  were  Rabbi  Israel 
Baal  Shem  Tob,  the  founder  of  Hasidism,  and  his  younger 
contemporary,  the  Gaon,  Rabbi  Elijah  Wilna,  the  one  the 
complete  embodiment  of  emotion  and  feeling,  the  other  the 
personification  of  religious  thought. 

In  the  words  of  the  first  father  of  the  Synagogue,  Simeon 
the  Just,  these  two  men  realized  in  their  lives  two  of  the 
three  ideals  which  make  the  essence  of  Judaism:  Torah  and 
Abodah  or,  in  modem  parlance,  religious  thought  and  religious 
emotion.  The  founder  of  Hasidism  was  entirely  absorbed  in 
religious  emotion,  the  Gaon’s  life  was  devoted  to  the  searching 
and  explaining  of  the  Torah. 

A life  wholly  consecrated  to  the  third  fundamental  principle 
of  Judaism,  Gemilut  Hasadim,  ethics  and  morality,  was  that 
of  Rabbi  Israel  Lipkin  Salanter. 

The  history  of  the  short-lived  but  very  interesting  moralist 
movement  in  Lithuania  is  practically  the  biography  of  this 
man.3  Rabbi  Israel  was  born  on  the  3d  of  November,  1810, 
in  the  Russian  border  province  of  Samogitia,  in  Lithuania. 
His  teacher  in  Talmud  and  Rabbinics  was  his  father,  Rabbi 
Wolf  Lipkin,  who  was  both  rabbi  and  scholar.  While  still  a 
youth,  he  married  and  settled  in  Salant,  the  birthplace  of  his 
wife.  It  is  from  this  place  that  the  name  by  which  he  is  best 
known  is  derived.  Influences  are  subtle  things,  even  in  one’s 
own  case,  yet  we  can  clearly  discern  the  influence  of  two 
great  men  of  this  place  who,  however  diverse  they  were  in 
capacity  and  character  and  mode  of  life,  left  their  ineradicable 
marks  upon  their  young  and  impressionable  disciple.  The 
one  was  the  rabbi  of  the  place,  Rabbi  Hirsch  Braude,  who 
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was  one  of  the  keenest  dialecticians  among  the  Talmudists 
of  his  generation  at  a time  when  dialectics  reigned  supreme 
in  the  domain  of  the  Talmud.  Salanter,  as  a Talmudist,  was 
never  able  to  deny  the  influence  of  this  master,  and  he  en- 
deavored to  transfer  this  system  of  dialectics  to  another  sphere 
of  thought,  that  of  ethics. 

Quite  different  was  the  influence  that  proceeded  from  his 
other  master,  Rabbi  Zundel,  whom  one  would  be  inclined 
to  describe  as  a lay  saint  were  it  not  for  the  fact  that  the 
Jews  have  no  monks,  and  to  them  the  contrast  between  the 
laity  and  the  clergy  does  not  mean  the  same  as  to  other 
peoples. 

Rabbi  Zundel,4  though  a great  scholar,  never  accepted  the 
position  of  rabbi  but  was  satisfied  to  eke  out  a living  from 
a small  shop  he  kept,  or  from  any  odd  job  that  came  his  way. 
He  even  refused  to  be  recognized  by  any  external  signs  as 
belonging  to  the  intellectual  class  and  would  therefore  dress 
like  a common  man,  disregarding  the  custom  of  the  country, 
where  even  the  poor  scholar  could  be  distinguished  by  his 
garb.  This  plainness  of  dress  and  simplicity  of  manner  were 
often  the  causes  of  great  discomfort  and  unpleasantness  to 
him.  Once  while  travelling  among  a rather  rough  lot  of  people, 
he  was  taken  to  be  one  of  their  own  class,  and  as  he  was  un- 
willing to  participate  in  their  vulgar  actions  and  still  more 
vulgar  conversation  but  spent  all  his  time  in  praying  and  in 
studying  the  Talmud  by  heart,  they  decided  to  punish  him 
for  giving  himself  airs.  Surprising  him  while  he  was  asleep, 
they  attempted  to  mark  him  by  singeing  his  beard  on  one 
side  of  his  face,  and  thus  disgrace  him,  as  no  good  Jew  would 
ever  dare  to  shave  his  beard.  Just  as  they  were  on  the  point 
of  carrying  out  their  intention,  they  heard  him  exclaiming  in 
great  ecstasy,  “Only  one  moment  more!”  Observing  that  he 
was  awake,  they  desisted,  though  they  did  not  quite  under- 
stand the  meaning  of  his  words  by  which  he  expressed  his 
great  joy  on  being  able  to  suffer  insults  without  resisting.  His 
great  ideal  in  life  was  to  make  the  whole  of  it  a continuous 
divine  service,  and  the  means  of  realizing  this  ideal  consisted 
for  him  in  the  study  of  the  Torah  with  its  strenuous  and 
solitary  discipline  of  thought  and  action.  From  his  master. 
Rabbi  Hayyim  of  Volozhin,  he  not  only  learned  boundless 
reverence  for  the  Gaon,  Rabbi  Elijah  Wilna,  the  master  of 
his  master,  but  he  also  attempted  to  live  his  life  in  accordance 
with  the  ideals  set  up  by  this  austere  and  ascetic  saint. 
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The  simplicity,  humility  and  saintliness  of  Rabbi  Zundel  at- 
tracted the  young  Salanter,  who  never  neglected  an  oppor- 
tunity to  be  near  the  master  that  he  might  be  able  to  see  a 
saintly  life  with  his  own  eyes  instead  of  studying  it  from  books. 
It  is  told  that  once  when  Rabbi  Zundel  noticed  the  young  man 
following  him,  he  turned  suddenly  around  and  said  to  him: 
“If  you  want  to  lead  a pious  life,  study  Musar.”  These  simple 
words  were  the  decisive  factor  in  the  life  of  Salanter.  From 
now  on  the  driving  power  in  his  very  active  life  was  the 
conviction  that  the  study  of  the  Torah  and  the  fulfilment  of 
its  commandments,  important  and  absolutely  necessary  as 
they  are  for  the  salvation  of  the  Jew,  do  not  lead  to  the 
desired  goal  as  long  as  one  does  not  work  seriously  and 
steadily  at  the  education  of  self.  This,  however,  can  only  be 
gained  by  a thorough  study  of  the  Musar  literature,  i.  e.,  the 
ethico-religious  books.  How  it  is  to  be  studied  we  shall  see 
later;  for  the  present  we  would  remark  only  that  in  the  im- 
portance attached  by  him  to  the  study  of  Musar  we  can  see 
the  indirect  influence  of  the  Gaon,  who  declared  it  to  be  the 
religious  duty  and  inviolable  obligation  of  every  person  to 
fix  a certain  time  of  the  day  for  reflection  and  meditation.5 
This  teaching  of  the  Gaon  was  made  living  to  the  young 
Salanter  by  Rabbi  Zundel,  whose  powerful  impression  on 
him  was  so  enduring  that  even  in  later  life  the  disciple  re- 
membered the  master  with  the  greatest  admiration,  and  he 
described  him  as  “a  ladder  set  upon  the  earth,  with  its  top 
reaching  to  heaven.” 

“To  keep  aloof  from  men  and  to  live  in  retirement  from  the 
world”  was  the  highest  ideal  after  which  Rabbi  Zundel  strove, 
in  imitation  of  that  great  hermit,  the  Gaon.  Without  doubt 
they  also  thought  of  the  salvation  of  their  brethren  who  were 
in  and  of  the  world;  but  they  tried  to  further  it  by  example 
only  and  at  most,  in  cases  of  pressing  necessity,  by  rare  and 
short  apparition.  It  is  therefore  not  surprising  that  for  a time 
Salanter  was  in  great  perplexity,  swaying  between  the  relative 
merits  and  advantages  of  the  active  and  the  contemplative  life. 
We  thus  find  in  him  not  merely  noble  actions,  but  life  in  the 
true  meaning  of  the  word,  that  is,  development  and  struggle. 
The  outcome  of  this  struggle  could  not  be  doubtful.  Preemi- 
nently religious,  however,  as  the  motive  power  of  his  inner  life 
was,  it  was  essentially  of  an  ethical  bent,  and  hence  he  could  not 
but  come  to  the  conclusion  “that  true  salvation  can  be  gained 
only  by  the  service  rendered  by  the  individual  to  the  commu- 
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nity.”  He  became  convinced  that  there  is  no  virtue,  strictly 
speaking,  for  man  as  a solitary  individual  in  the  world;  that 
virtue  begins  with  sociability.  The  idea  of  solidarity,  rfilB 
‘P’PDH,  is  at  the  root  of  all  our  aspirations  toward  the  good. 
But  not  only  morality,  religion  also  in  its  higher  form,  he  main- 
tained, can  be  achieved  in  social  life  only,  and  it  is  a false 
show  of  self-sacrifice  when  religious  duties  are  performed  in 
partial  or  complete  isolation,  as  in  the  cloister  or  the  Bet  ha- 
Midrash.  Salanter,  therefore,  came  to  the  conclusion  that  it 
was  his  duty  instead  of  avoiding  the  multitude  to  seek  them 
out  in  order  to  enlighten,  console  and  improve  them. 

While  still  in  the  very  small  town  of  Salant,  Rabbi  Israel, 
at  the  age  of  about  twenty-five  years,  became  the  leader  of  a 
small  group  of  students  and  business  men  whom  he  intro- 
duced into  the  study  of  Musar.  His  fame  as  a great  Talmudist 
spread  very  rapidly,  and  he  was  scarcely  thirty  years  old  when 
he  was  appointed  head  of  the  Meilishen  Academy  in  Wilna. 
It  is  perhaps  not  without  interest  to  note  the  fact  that  his  salary 
amounted  to  four  rubles  a week.  One  is  almost  inclined  to 
believe  that  then  as  now  salaries  were  often  in  inverse  ratio 
to  merits.  One  takes  it  for  granted  that  the  greater  the 
scholar,  the  smaller  his  demands  upon  life. 

In  Wilna  Salanter  found  for  the  first  time  in  his  life  a large 
field  to  display  his  energies  and  talents.  He  had  arrived  in  that 
“little  Jerusalem  of  Lithuania”  at  a very  critical  moment  in 
the  history  of  Lithuanian  and  Russian  Jewry.  The  Haskalah 
movement  which  for  about  half  a century  was  struggling 
in  vain  to  gain  a foothold  in  Lithuania,  received  about  1842 
a strong  impetus  through  the  activity  of  Max  Lilienthal,7  the 
“emissary  of  Haskalah”  and  the  agent  of  the  Russian  gov- 
ernment in  its  endeavor  to  dejudaize  the  Jews  as  a preliminary 
step  toward  their  conversion  to  Christianity.  It  is  true  that 
the  plain  uneducated  Lithuanian  Jew  showed  more  discern- 
ment in  judging  the  “friendly”  policy  of  a most  tyrannical 
government  than  did  the  learned  German  doctor,  and  Lilien- 
thal had  soon  to  give  up  the  hope  of  ever  realizing  his  reforms. 
The  agitation,  however,  caused  among  the  different  classes  of 
Lithuanian  Jewry  by  the  Lilienthal  episode,  did  not  abate 
even  when  the  educational  plans  of  the  government  came  to 
a sudden  stop,  and  Lilienthal,  their  prime  mover,  finally 
recognizing  whose  dupe  he  was,  emigrated  to  America.  Large 
numbers  among  the  educated  classes  who  hitherto  had  known 
only  of  one  form  of  intellectual  activity,  the  study  of  Talmud 
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and  Rabbinics,  began  more  and  more  to  devote  themselves 
to  secular  studies,  preferably  to  belles  lettres  in  Hebrew  and 
other  languages,  which  they  found  more  attractive  and  en- 
joyable, as  they  satisfied  not  only  the  intellect  but  also  the 
emotions.  And,  as  it  is  natural  for  the  lower  classes  to  copy 
the  example  set  by  the  higher,  Jewish  studies  and  consequently 
Jewish  ideals  lost  their  attraction  in  the  eyes  of  the  common 
people. 

To  the  credit  of  Salanter  it  must  be  said  that  not  only  was 
he  the  only  one  among  the  representatives  of  strict  Talmudism 
who  saw  the  danger  confronting  it,  but  he  was  also  the  only 
one  who  attempted  to  protect  it  against  the  threatening  peril. 
He  cannot  be  said  to  have  been  very  successful  in  his  main 
activities;  some  will  declare  that  he  failed  completely,  yet 
surely  nobody  will  deny  the  religious  fervor  and  sincerity, 
the  high  and  saintly  moral  standards  of  the  man  who  single- 
handed  attempted  to  fight  a world  in  arms. 

Salanter,  who  lived  only  two  generations  after  the  rise  of 
the  great  Hasidic  movement  that  threatened  to  divide  the 
Jewry  of  eastern  Europe  into  two  hostile  camps,  had  learned 
from  the  upheaval  caused  by  a small  band  of  religious  en- 
thusiasts two  practical  things.  The  one  was  that  the  prepon- 
derance of  intellectualism  in  religion  estranges  the  great 
masses,  and  the  other,  that  those  who  are  to  lead  them  must 
possess  other  qualities  besides  those  of  scholarship  and 
saintliness.  A favorite  saying  of  his  was  that  the  Hasidim  as 
well  as  their  opponents,  the  Mitnagdim,  err — the  former  in 
believing  that  they  have  leaders,  the  latter  in  maintaining 
that  they  have  no  need  of  them.  His  activity  was  accordingly 
directed  toward  the  achievement  of  two  objects,  the  attraction 
of  the  masses  of  the  people  by  emphasizing  the  emotional 
element  of  religion,  and  the  training  of  men  who  would  in  the 
true  sense  of  the  word  be  spiritual  leaders  of  the  people. 

Shortly  after  his  arrival  in  Wilna,  he  established  a Hebrah 
Musar,  an  institute  that  had  for  its  object  the  study  of  ethical 
literature — for  example,  the  works  of  Bahya,  Gabirol,  and 
Rabbi  Moses  Hayyim  Luzzatto.  Members  of  the  organization 
were  recruited  from  all  classes  of  society — professional 
scholars,  business  men,  artisans  and  laborers.  At  his  instance 
new  editions  of  a number  of  ethical  works  were  published 
in  1844  and  1845  for  the  use  of  the  members  of  the  institute 
as  well  as  for  others  who  might  take  up  the  study  of  these 
works  if  made  accessible  to  them.  Salanter  was,  however, 
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not  satisfied  with  the  establishment  of  a center  for  those 
desirous  to  devote  part  of  their  time  to  the  study  of  ethics, 
but  he  served  those  seekers  after  truth  as  guide  and  leader, 
frequently  delivering  lectures  before  them  on  the  subjects  of 
their  studies.  In  order  that  his  work  might  spread  all  over 
Lithuania,  and  likewise  continue  after  his  death,  he  selected  a 
few  chosen  individuals,  distinguished  by  learning,  piety  and 
high  moral  standards,  to  be  trained  as  the  spiritual  leaders 
of  the  people. 

In  spite  of  the  wide  sphere  of  activity  he  had  created  for 
himself  in  the  metropolis  of  Lithuania  and  although  he  enjoyed 
the  greatest  respect  of  the  entire  community,  his  stay  in 
Wilna  was  not  of  very  long  duration.  There  were  many 
reasons  why  he  left  that  city.  It  suffices  here  to  state  that  he 
wanted  to  avoid  an  office  which  it  was  sought  to  impose  upon 
him.  In  1848,  the  Russian  government  opened  the  Rabbinical 
Seminary  in  Wilna,  and  pressure  was  brought  to  bear  upon 
him  to  accept  the  professorship  of  Talmud.  That  it  was  his 
clearsightedness  and  not  fanaticism  that  forbade  the  accept- 
ance of  this  office  is  shown  by  the  result  or  rather  lack  of 
result  obtained  by  this  class  of  institutions  in  Russia.  His 
sound  judgment  warned  him  against  becoming  the  instrument 
of  a government  whose  politics  were  directed  to  the  end  of 
extorting  money  from  the  Jews  to  be  spent  for  institutions 
established  for  the  sole  purpose  of  destroying  Judaism.  The 
opposition  of  Salanter  and  many  of  his  party  to  the  Haskalah 
and  its  schemes  was  not  the  result  of  hostility  to  secular 
knowledge,  the  war-cry  of  the  Maskilim,  but  was  mainly 
rooted  in  the  firm  conviction  that  a government  furthering 
the  spread  of  secular  knowledge  among  the  Jews  and  at  the 
same  time  curtailing  their  civil  and  political  rights,  can  have 
but  one  aim  in  its  mind — the  destruction  of  Judaism.  There 
can  now  be  no  doubt  that  this  was  a just  estimate  of  the 
policy  of  the  Russian  government  at  that  time.  With  equally 
fair  certainty  it  may  be  stated  that  Salanter  was  in  principle 
not  at  all  opposed  to  secular  knowledge.  Later  in  life  he 
counted  among  his  very  close  and  intimate  friends  the  leaders 
of  the  German  orthodoxy,  men  of  the  highest  type  of  modern 
education.  It  is  therefore  not  at  all  surprising  to  find  Maskilim 
cite  the  authority  of  Salanter  against  those  who  opposed 
secular  knowledge  absolutely. 

In  the  year  1848  he  left  Wilna  and  settled  in  Kovno,  the 
second  largest  Jewish  community  in  Lithuania.  The  close 
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commercial  relations  which  existed  between  this  city  and 
Germany  were  not  without  far-reaching  effects  upon  the  life 
of  its  Jewish  inhabitants.  At  the  time  of  the  arrival  of  Salanter 
in  Kovno,  it  was  the  most  modern  community  in  Lithuania, 
a real  hotbed  of  the  Haskalah.  When  he  left  it  two  decades 
later,  it  had  become  the  stronghold  of  orthodoxy  and  remained 
such  for  half  a century  longer.  This  change  may  be  said  to 
have  been  exclusively  the  work  of  Salanter  who  put  his  stamp 
upon  the  spiritual  life  of  this  large  community. 

It  was  in  Kovno  that  the  development  of  the  Musar  move- 
ment reached  its  pinnacle.  Here  arose  the  first  Musar-Stuebel 
(moralist  conventicle).  The  central  figure  was  Salanter  and 
around  him  gathered  a large  number  of  capable  young  Tal- 
mudists as  well  as  many  merchants  and  artisans  who  were 
attracted  by  the  high  enthusiasm  and  kindling  eloquence  of 
the  master.  The  energy  and  devotion  of  Salanter  are  the  more 
to  be  admired  as  his  achievements  were  gained  in  the  face 
of  violent  opposition.  The  opponents  were  not  only  the 
Maskilim  but  also  many  among  the  representatives  of  the 
strictest  Talmudism.  Chief  among  the  latter  was  the  Rabbi  of 
Kovno,  Rabbi  Loeb  Shapiro,  a critical  mind  of  the  first  rank 
and  a man  of  very  independent  character.8  He  was  frequently 
in  the  habit  of  giving  a slight  twist  to  verse  19  of  Psalm  135 
and  applying  it  maliciously  to  the  Musar-Stuebel: 

O House  of  Israel,  Bless  ye  the  Lord! 

O House  of  Aaron,  Bless  ye  the  Lord! 

O House  of  Levi,  Bless  ye  the  Lord! 

O ye  that  fear  the  Lord,  Bless  ye  the  Lord! 

There  is  a house  for  Israel,  he  said,  a house  for  Aaron, 
a house  for  Levi,  but  there  is  no  mention  of  a separate  house 
for  those  who  fear  the  Lord,  hence  there  is  no  need  of  es- 
tablishing conventicles  for  them.9  This  bon  mot  shows  at  the 
same  time  the  course  of  the  opposition  which  the  Musar 
movement  provoked.  It  is  the  deep-seated  opposition  of  the 
talmudic  Jew  to  every  separatist  movement.  Against  the  study 
of  the  Musar  literature  neither  Shapiro  nor  his  friends  had 
anything  to  say;  what  they  condemned  was  the  forming  of  a 
society  which  tended  to  set  its  members  apart  from  the  rest 
of  the  community  as  “the  moralists.”  The  opposition  to  the 
Musar  movement  and  its  leader  was  carried  on  with  great 
bitterness  and  was  not  entirely  free  from  personal  animosity 
against  Salanter  and  his  disciples.  As  to  the  latter  it  must 
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be  stated  that  their  admiration  for  the  master  whom  they  tried 
to  imitate  and  emulate  was  sincere  and  profound,  but  genius 
is  not  to  be  copied.  A good  deal  of  the  criticism  levelled 
against  the  Musar  movement  had  its  origin  in  the  extrava- 
gancies of  those  whom  the  Talmud  describes  as  “disciples  who 
did  not  wait  upon  their  masters  sufficiently,”  they  are  those 
who  attempted  rather  to  ape  the  great  than  to  mirror  them. 

After  living  in  Kovno  for  about  twelve  years,  Salanter 
was  forced  by  a severe  illness — a nervous  disorder — to  change 
his  abode  and  settle  in  Germany,  where  he  hoped  to  regain 
his  health  through  the  famous  skill  of  its  physicians.  He  spent 
the  rest  of  his  life  in  Memel  and  Koenigsberg.  In  these 
communities  new  problems  awaited  him,  and,  notwithstanding 
the  weakened  state  of  his  health,  he  continued  his  various 
activities.  These  two  cities,  on  account  of  their  proximity  to 
Lithuania,  contained  large  numbers  of  Jews  of  that  country, 
some  of  whom  had  settled  there  permanently  and  others, 
especially  those  engaged  in  importing  Russian  merchandise  into 
Germany,  were  forced  by  their  business  to  spend  there  many 
a month  of  each  year.  Salanter  saw  the  danger  lurking  in 
these  large  masses  of  Jews  living  unorganized  in  a foreign 
country,  with  the  Jews  of  which  they  neither  could  nor  would 
form  a union.  He  set  himself  therefore  the  task  of  organizing 
communities  of  Lithuanian  Jews  in  these  two  cities  and  thanks 
to  his  untiring  energy  and  devotion  to  his  people,  he  succeeded 
within  a short  time.  He  was,  however,  not  interested  in 
organization  for  its  own  sake.  What  he  desired  was  to  trans- 
plant the  cultural  and  religious  life  of  the  Lithuanian  Jews 
to  these  communities,  and  his  endeavors  were  not  entirely  in 
vain.  The  Jewish  community  in  Memel  continued  up  to  the 
great  war  to  be  the  only  one  of  its  kind.  Its  life  resembled 
that  of  Kovno  and  Wilna  much  more  closely  than  that  of 
Berlin  or  Frankfurt. 

A plan  that  engaged  the  fertile  mind  of  Salanter  for  many 
years  was  the  popularization  of  the  Talmud,  that  is,  first  to 
make  the  Talmud  accessible  to  the  great  masses  of  the  Jews 
and  further  to  introduce  its  study  into  the  non-Jewish  colleges 
and  universities.  Being  firmly  convinced  that  the  knowledge 
of  the  Talmud  is  absolutely  necessary  for  the  culture  and 
religious  welfare  of  the  Jew,  he  could  not  but  look  with 
alarm  upon  the  gradual  disappearance  of  talmudic  learning 
from  among  the  great  masses  of  Jewry,  even  those  of  Lith- 
uania, the  classic  land  of  talmudic  study.  To  stem  the  tide 
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of  ignorance  in  re  talmudica,  he  advised  the  following  means: 
The  publication  of  a dictionary  of  the  Talmud  in  Yiddish  to 
help  the  average  business  man  or  artisan  among  the  Lithuanian 
or  Polish  Jews  in  his  studies  of  the  Talmud,  and  the  replace- 
ment of  Rashi’s  commentary  on  the  Talmud  by  a more  modem 
one  that  could  be  put  into  the  hands  of  beginners.  As  usual, 
Salanter  was  not  satisfied  with  formulating  plans,  but  im- 
mediately set  about  to  carry  them  out.  His  plan  of  a Yiddish 
dictionary  of  the  Talmud,  it  is  true,  did  not  proceed  far,  for 
there  were  not  enough  Talmudists  who  could  and  would  en- 
gage in  such  a work,  but  the  plan  of  a modern  commentary 
advanced  so  far  that  he  received  a promise  of  collaboration 
from  a goodly  number  of  prominent  Talmudists. 

The  spread  of  the  knowledge  of  the  Talmud  among  the 
educated  classes  of  the  Gentiles,  Salanter  believed  would 
benefit  them  as  well  as  the  Jews.  He  was  of  the  opinion  that 
the  dialectics  of  the  Talmud  are  the  best  means  for  developing 
the  mind  of  the  youth  at  colleges  and  universities,  who  might 
greatly  profit  by  supplementing  their  studies  in  classics  and 
mathematics  by  courses  in  Talmud.  A better  acquaintance 
with  the  Talmud  by  the  educated  Gentile  world  would  at 
the  same  time  remove  many  prejudices  against  the  Jew  and 
his  post-biblical  literature,  which  are  mostly  to  be  ascribed  to 
the  false  notion  the  world  has  of  the  Talmud. 

Salanter’s  plan  was  to  petition  the  authorities  of  institutions 
for  higher  learning  in  Germany  to  introduce  the  Talmud  into 
their  regular  courses  of  study.  As  he  did  not  master  the 
German  language,  he  looked  for  a man  whom  he  could  entrust 
with  the  preparation  of  such  a petition  that  would  necessarily 
have  to  contain  a clear  and  precise  description  of  the  Talmud 
and  its  educational  potentialities.  It  seems  that  Salanter  met 
with  some  opposition  among  the  Rabbis,  who  looked  with 
disfavor  upon  any  attempt  at  secularizing  the  Talmud.10 

During  his  long  stay  in  Germany,  he  became  acquainted 
not  only  with  the  spiritual  leaders  of  the  Orthodox  but  also 
with  the  many  lay  members  of  this  party  whom  he  tried  to  in- 
terest in  his  educational  schemes  for  the  Lithuanian  Jews.  He 
finally,  in  1878,  succeeded  in  finding  a wealthy  man  in  Berlin  11 
who  set  aside  a considerable  sum  of  money  for  the  purpose  of 
establishing  in  Kovno  a great  Yeshibah  for  the  training  of  Rab- 
bis, known  as  the  Central  Body  of  the  Perushim,  D,|tJvnsn 
Perushim  were  young  married  men  who  had  left  home  and 
family — Perushim  means  those  who  separated  themselves — 
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to  devote  themselves  to  study.  This  idea  was  quite  an  original 
creation  of  Salanter  as  all  the  other  Yeshibot  up  to  that  time 
were  mainly  frequented  by  young  unmarried  men. 

As  the  bachelor  Rabbi  is  entirely  unknown  in  Eastern 
Europe,  and  maturity  is  almost  a prerequisite  of  the  spiritual 
leader,  it  often  happened  that  men  who  spent  their  entire 
youth  and  a part  of  their  manhood  in  preparation  for  the 
ministry  were  forced  to  look  for  other  vocations  to  enable 
them  to  support  their  wives  and  children.  It  could  not  but 
result  in  the  increase  of  an  intellectual  proletariat — the  training 
of  a rabbi  does  not  tend  to  produce  a successful  business 
man — and  the  gradual  elimination  of  the  poorer  classes 
from  the  Rabbinate,  as  only  the  sons  or  sons-in-law  of  the 
wealthy  could  afford  the  long  preparation.  To  remedy  these 
evils  Salanter  established  the  new  educational  Institute  which 
enabled  the  poor  Talmudist  to  continue  his  studies  after 
graduating  from  the  Yeshibah  by  providing  him  and  his  family 
with  the  necessary  means. 

The  sum  donated  by  the  Berlin  Maecenas  for  the  mainte- 
nance of  the  Institute,  though  very  considerable,  was  not 
sufficient  to  assure  its  permanency,  and  Salanter,  though 
burdened  by  old  age  and  many  ailments,  took  upon  himself 
the  heavy  task  of  gaining  the  support  of  larger  classes  for 
his  scheme.  He  addressed  a stirring  appeal  to  the  Jewish 
communities  of  Russia,  which  was  not  in  vain.12  The  Kolel 
(Central  Institute)  thus  firmly  established  by  him,  not  only 
continued  to  exist  for  a long  time  after  his  death  up  to  the 
recent  war,  but  even  gained  in  importance  very  considerably. 
For  a number  of  years  it  was  the  most  important  center  of  the 
higher  Jewish  learning  in  Lithuania.  The  Kolel  bore  through 
all  the  years  of  its  existence  the  stamp  of  Salanter  by  being 
the  only  institution  of  its  kind  where  the  study  of  Musar 
formed  a part  of  the  curriculum. 

At  the  same  time  while  working  feverishly  at  this  scheme, 
Salanter  found  time  and  strength  to  go  to  Paris  to  organize 
there  a Russian-Polish  community.  The  conditions  in  the 
French  metropolis  were  not  dissimilar  to  those  in  Koenigsberg 
and  Memel.  The  lack  of  organization  among  the  Jews  of 
Eastern  Europe  who  had  settled  in  Paris  was  greater  and  in 
some  ways  more  deplorable  than  that  which  Salanter  found 
among  his  countrymen  living  in  the  two  cities  of  Eastern 
Prussia.  The  religious  life  of  the  French  Jews  had  already 
at  that  time  reached  such  a low  state  that  not  much  good 
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would  have  been  achieved  by  amalgamating  the  newcomers 
with  the  native  Jews  even  if  it  had  been  possible. 

After  spending  almost  two  years  in  Paris  he  succeeded  in 
bringing  some  order  into  the  chaotic  condition  of  the  Eastern 
Jews.  He  returned  in  1882  to  Germany  and  there  took  up  his 
residence  in  Koenigsberg  to  continue  the  work  that  he  had 
interrupted  for  several  years.  This  however  was  not  granted 
to  him.  He  died  there  on  the  second  of  February  1883  at  the 
age  of  seventy-three  and  a half. 


ii 

In  order  properly  to  estimate  the  essence  of  the  moralist 
movement  inaugurated  by  Salanter,  it  is  necessary  not  only 
to  understand  his  character  and  personality  but  also  to  become 
acquainted  with  the  cultural  and  religious  life  of  the  Lith- 
uanian Jews,  among  whom  this  movement  first  arose  and 
developed.  The  Jewish  people,  as  one  of  the  oldest  of  the 
cultural  races  of  the  world,  place  a very  high  estimate  upon 
intellectualism — indeed  sometimes  too  high  an  estimate.  The 
older  and  the  more  deeply  rooted  the  culture  of  a nation,  the 
more  strongly  it  is  impressed  with  the  truth  that  “knowledge 
is  power,”  not  only  material  but  also  spiritual  power.  This 
intellectualism  so  highly  praised  by  the  Jewish  people  naturally 
varies  with  age  and  country.  For  Maimonides  and  his  fol- 
lowers in  Spain  and  Provence  Judaism  consisted  essentially 
of  philosophical  intellectualism  culminating  in  love  of  God 
and  love  of  man.  However  radically  different  the  Polish- 
Lithuanian  Jew  of  the  eighteenth  and  nineteenth  centuries 
may  be  in  his  entire  Weltanschauung  from  the  Spanish  Jew 
of  the  thirteenth  century  schooled  in  a scholastic  Aristotelian- 
ism,  both  have  this  belief  in  common — that  it  is  knowledge 
that  makes  a man  a man,  and  a Jew  a Jew.  The  only  difference 
is  that  the  Polish-Lithuanian  Jew  puts  talmudic  dialectic,  in 
which  he  is  unsurpassed,  in  place  of  Aristotelian  philosophy. 
The  rise  of  the  Kabbalah  in  Provence  in  the  thirteenth  century 
was  a reaction  against  Jewish  Aristotelianism  of  the  Middle 
Ages  and  similarly  the  rise  of  Hasidism  in  the  middle  of  the 
eighteenth  century  was  an  attempt  to  aid  the  emotions  in 
regaining  their  legitimate  place  in  the  spiritual  life  of  the 
Jew.  In  Lithuania,  the  classical  land  of  talmudic  learning,  the 
emotional  doctrine  of  Hasidism  never  secured  a firm  foothold. 


432 


THE  JEWISH  EXPRESSION 


The  form  that  Hasidism  took  in  certain  parts  of  Lithuania, 
the  so-called  Habad,  is  more  intellectual  than  emotional.  To 
attribute  the  failure  of  the  Hasidic  movement  in  that  country 
to  the  violent  opposition  of  the  Gaon  Rabbi  Elijah,  the 
greatest  intellectual-religious  genius  among  the  Lithuanian 
Jews,  is  to  take  a part  for  the  whole.  His  opposition  did  but 
express  the  attitude,  the  natural  bent,  and  the  acquired  traits 
of  the  Lithuanian  Jew  who  seeks  first  of  all  to  satisfy  his 
intellect.  Reaction  against  the  too  great  preponderance  of  in- 
tellectualism  could,  however,  not  fail  to  make  its  appearance 
even  in  Lithuania.  About  one  hundred  years  after  the  rise 
of  Hasidism  in  the  Carpathian  Mountains  among  uncultured 
and  ignorant  villagers,  we  find  a parallel  phenomenon  among 
the  sharp-witted  Talmudists  of  Lithuania.  Rabbi  Israel  Baal 
Shem  Tob,  the  founder  of  Hasidism,  was  a person  of  “emo- 
tion and  feeling”  and  rejected  intellectualism  instinctively 
without  having  intimate  knowledge  thereof.  On  the  other 
hand,  R.  Israel  Salanter,  the  father  of  the  moralist  movement, 
was  himself  one  of  the  greatest  Talmudists  of  his  time  and, 
therefore,  although  his  great  heart  was  not  able  to  be  satisfied 
with  a one-sidedness  of  logic  and  reason,  he  nevertheless  could 
not  fall  into  the  other  extreme  of  regarding  religion  as  a 
matter  of  feeling  exclusively. 

The  keystone  of  Salanter’s  teaching  is  best  given  in  his  own 
words:  man  is  created  to  labor  and  to  carry  on  the  war  of 
the  Lord— the  development  of  the  divine  in  man — and  ac- 
cordingly it  is  his  duty  to  take  great  pains  in  the  service  of 
God.  It  is  not  sufficient  to  follow  one’s  good  impulses  and  to 
do  only  that  which  according  to  one’s  nature  is  not  very 
difficult.  Such  a one  does  not  serve  God,  he  might  even  be 
described  as  one  who  “casts  off  the  yoke  of  God,”  since  he 
permits  nature  to  take  its  course  and  does  not  work  in  the 
service  of  the  Lord.  The  essence  of  this  service  consists  in 
man  s moral-religious  effort  to  do  things  which  his  natural 
inclinations  oppose,  and  to  refrain  from  others  to  which  he 
is  prompted  by  them.  The  development  of  the  moral-religious 
personality  is  therefore  only  possible  by  the  education  of  self 
or,  to  use  the  favorite  phrase  of  Salanter  and  other  Jewish 
moralists,  by  Musar,  i.  e.  self-discipline.  One  might  as  well, 
says  Salanter,  attempt  to  see  without  eyes  or  hear  without 
ears  as  to  expect  moral  development  without  self-education; 
moral  intelligence  is  the  result  of  education  and  is  not  ac- 
quired at  will. 
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Man  does  no  wrong  wilfully,  says  Socrates,  and  similar 
is  the  saying  of  the  Rabbis:  man  does  not  commit  sin  unless 
the  spirit  of  folly  has  entered  into  him.13  The  aim  of  education 
in  general  as  of  self-education  in  particular  is  therefore, 
according  to  Salanter,  to  give  the  reason  full  power  over  one’s 
actions,  for  he  who  does  not  act  as  he  thinks,  thinks  incom- 
pletely. To  think  rightly  and  completely  means  of  course 
for  Salanter  and  those  to  whom  he  addressed  himself  to  square 
one’s  actions  with  one’s  belief  in  God  and  His  revealed  will, 
the  Torah.  How  then,  he  asked  himself,  does  it  happen  that 
people  of  great  intellectual  power  who  are  past  masters  in 
human  wisdom  and  in  the  knowledge  of  Torah  do  not  under- 
stand and  are,  from  a moral-religious  point  of  view,  idiots  or 
weak-minded?  What  should  the  self-education  of  a man  be 
that  would  give  him  the  necessary  intelligence  which  makes 
“the  truly  wise  man,”  who  “sees  the  consequence  of  his 
action”?  Salanter’s  answer  to  these  perplexing  questions  is 
that  only  thought  transmuted  into  emotion  has  effect  on  our 
life  or,  in  his  own  words:  our  impulses  are  swiftly  running 
currents  which  drown  our  intelligence  if  the  latter  is  not 
carried  over  them  in  the  boat  of  emotion  and  enthusiasm. 
The  purely  intellectual  idea  has  no  motive  power,  which  can 
be  acquired  only  by  the  addition  of  an  emotional  and  pas- 
sionate element.  Though  rational  life  is  moral,  life  as  a whole 
is  non-moral  because  the  emotions  are  not  working.  It  is 
therefore  not  enough  for  us  to  form  correct  opinions;  we 
must  pass  from  mere  comprehension  to  profound  conviction; 
and  this  requires  feeling;  we  must  be  carried  away.  We  remain 
cold  even  in  intense  intellectual  work.  “A  passion  yields  only 
to  a passion,”  and  hence  in  order  that  our  correct  ideas  may 
culminate  in  correct  action,  in  other  words  that  we  may  not 
be  carried  away  by  impulses  but  act  in  accordance  with 
reason,  the  mental  representation  of  our  action  must  kindle 
a desire. 

We  shall  now  be  able  to  understand  the  great  importance 
which  the  dogma  of  Reward  and  Punishment  plays  in  the 
teaching  of  Salanter.  The  precise  and  detailed  definition  of 
this  dogma,  he  remarks,  is  of  no  great  consequence,  what 
matters  is  that  we  firmly  believe  that  there  exists  after  this 
world  a condition  of  happiness  or  unhappiness  for  every  in- 
dividual. The  bliss  of  the  righteous  surpasses  any  pleasure 
conceivable  to  human  imagination.  On  the  other  hand,  the 
suffering  of  the  wicked  is  such  that  compared  with  it  the 
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greatest  earthly  pain  might  be  described  as  pleasure.  Faith 
m the  existence  of  God,  Salanter  maintains,  is  of  small  value 
in  true  religion  as  long  as  it  is  not  supplemented  by  the  belief 
in  a just  God  who  rewards  good  deeds  and  punishes  evil  ones. 
It  is  faith  in  this  sense  to  which  the  Rabbis  refer  in  their  often- 
quoted  saying:  14  The  613  commandments  of  the  Torah  were 
reduced  by  the  prophet  Habakkuk  to  one,  viz.:  “The  righteous 
liveth  by  his  faith.” 

We  would  do  great  injustice  to  Salanter  if  we  maintained 
that  self-interest  was  for  him  the  only  motive  power  of  religion 
and  morality.  If  there  be  any  need  to  disprove  such  a faulty 
conception,  it  suffices  to  quote  his  words  in  the  last  essay 
published  by  him;  he  writes,  “The  road  that  leads  to  eternal 
bliss  is  to  follow  the  path  of  the  Torah  and  fulfil  all  its  com- 
mandments for  the  sake  of  the  Lord.  The  true  service  of  God 
is  that  which  is  free  from  the  motive  of  receiving  rewards; 
a person  who  behaves  in  this  way  may  be  truly  described  as 
‘serving  God,’  while  he  who  does  what  is  pleasing  to  God  with 
the  view  of  receiving  reward,  may  really  be  described  as 
‘serving  himself.’  ” 15  As  a practical  moralist,  however,  Salanter 
could  not  dispense  with  the  dogma  of  Reward  and  Punish- 
ment. He  was  firmly  convinced  that  there  is  but  one  way  to 
correct  a vice,  namely  to  recognize  the  dangers  it  entails, 
and  there  is  but  one  way  of  acquiring  a virtue,  and  that  is, 
to  see  clearly  the  advantages  it  brings.  Hence  he  taught  that 
the  first  step  in  self-education  is  the  acquisition  of  the  fear  of 
the  Lord  or,  as  the  Rabbis  say,  “the  fear  of  sin.”  By  frequent 
pondering  and  long  meditation  upon  the  consequences  of  our 
actions  for  which  we  shall  be  held  accountable  by  a just  God, 
the  idea  of  Reward  and  Punishment  becomes  vividly  impressed 
upon  our  mind.  Only  when  the  idea  is  transmuted  into  feeling 
does  it  become  a motive  power  for  our  actions.  These  medita- 
tions must  therefore  be  of  a nature  to  stir  our  hearts  and  act 
on  our  emotions.  Salanter  accordingly  attributed  great  im- 
portance to  the  mode  of  studying  Musar  which,  to  be  effective, 
must  be  different  from  merely  intellectual  studies.  In  the 
Musar-Stuebel,  by  oneself  or  together  with  others,  preferably 
at  twilight  when  the  falling  darkness  creates  a melancholy 
atmosphere,  one  can  surrender  oneself  entirely  to  one’s  emo- 
tions, one  can  weep  and  recite  in  a loud  voice  those  soul- 
stirring words  of  the  Prophets,  Psalmists  and  later  moral- 
ists on  the  vanity  of  human  life,  or  give  oneself  over  to  reflect 
in  silence  upon  death,  which  will  bring  one  before  the  Heav- 
enly Judge  to  give  an  account  of  one’s  life. 
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The  sharpening  of  one’s  sense  of  responsibility  by  the 
means  described  is,  however,  only  the  first  step  leading  to 
Musar,  self-discipline.  When  a person  is  thoroughly  permeated 
with  the  thought  of  responsibility  in  the  hereafter  for  his 
actions  in  this  world,  he  has  acquired  the  means  necessary 
for  the  Kebishat  Yezer  ha-Ra,  the  suppression  of  the  evil 
inclination.  There  are,  says  Salanter,  three  stages  of  the  wor- 
ship of  the  Holy  One,  blessed  be  He.  The  first  is  to  arouse 
one’s  sense  of  imperfection,  the  fear  that  one  may  not  be 
perfect  in  the  sight  of  his  heavenly  Father.  By  frequent  medi- 
tation and  soulful  study  of  the  sayings  of  our  wise  men  and 
the  dicta  of  our  moralists,  this  sense  is  created  and  then  one 
is  in  a position  to  conquer  his  Yezer,  which  finally  leads  to 
“the  changing  of  the  Yezer.”  The  Yezer  ha-Ra  and  its  op- 
posite, the  Yezer  Tob,  are  defined  by  him  as  follows:  The 
evil  Yezer  is  of  a two-fold  nature — it  is  ( 1 ) the  sensual  desire 
in  man  that  often  makes  him  mistake  momentary  pleasure 
for  the  true  happiness  which  he  craves,  so  that  he  does  not 
act  in  accordance  with  the  moral-religious  principles  which 
he  has  established  in  his  mind,  but  succumbs  to  the  pressure  of 
his  impulses  of  passion.  The  frequent  yielding  to  his  sensual 
desires  finally  produces  in  man  (2)  an  impure  spirit  or,  to 
use  modern  parlance,  the  decay  of  his  spiritual  energy,  with 
the  result  that  he  becomes  a slave  to  his  evil  habits,  com- 
mitting at  the  slightest  incentive  the  most  depraved  actions. 
Similarly  the  good  Yezer  is  of  a two-fold  nature — it  is  (1) 
moral-religious  clearsightedness  unimpaired  by  passion  and 
evil  habits  which  commands  man  to  struggle  against  the 
temptation  of  passion  and  sensual  desires  and  to  be  guided 
in  his  actions  not  by  the  immediate  pleasures  which  they 
produce  but  by  their  remote  consequences.  By  continually  in- 
creasing his  fund  of  moral  views  and  strengthening  his  power 
of  true  reason  the  (2)  spirit  of  purity  or,  as  we  might  say, 
automatism  of  morality  is  given  to  him,  so  that  without 
struggle  and  combat  he  always  wills  the  good  and  the  right. 

The  suppression  of  Yezer  consists  first  in  the  incessant 
discipline  of  one’s  will-power,  in  order  to  strengthen  and 
steel  it  so  that  it  gains  perfect  control  over  his  passions  and  no 
evil  temptations  have  sway  over  him.  Meditation  and  con- 
tinuous practice  in  self-control  are  the  only  means  of  achiev- 
ing victory.  More  difficult,  and  to  some  extent  more  important, 
is  introspection  and  self-analysis.  The  suppression  of  the  Yezer 
is  not  possible  without  improving  “the  qualities  of  our  souls” 
and,  as  no  two  men  are  alike  either  in  temperament  or  in 
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character,  every  one  must  study  himself  very  carefully.  Every 
one,  Salanter  says,  is  a world  in  himself,  the  knowledge  of 
which  is  the  very  first  prerequisite  for  his  dealings  with  the 
“outer  world.” 

The  recognition  of  one’s  errors  and  deficiencies  is  thus 
the  beginning  of  salvation,  as  without  it  no  moral  improvement 
is  possible.  One  must  learn  to  recognize  with  absolute  sincerity 
the  secret  springs  of  his  acts.  Sincerity  is  especially  impor- 
tant in  self-criticism  because  our  judgment  of  good  and  evil 
is  not  an  act  of  pure  reason  but  is  greatly  influenced  by 
emotion  and  sentiment.  Accordingly  without  deep  sincerity 
we  should  find  little  to  criticize  in  ourselves;  our  self-love  would 
blind  our  judgment.  We  often,  remarked  Salanter,  meet  with 
people  who  are  extremely  conceited  and  vain,  though  we  fail 
to  detect  the  slightest  reason  for  their  good  opinion  of  them- 
selves. The  true  reason  is  that  self-love  often  excites  in  man 
so  strong  a feeling  of  self-importance  that  he  is  unaware  of  his 
shortcomings  and  deficiencies,  while  those  of  his  neighbor  are 
seen  clearly  by  him.  Salanter  even  goes  a step  further  and 
maintains  that  absolute  truth  can  be  attained  only  in  the  field 
of  material  facts  directly  provable  or  in  the  domain  of  science 
demonstrable  by  the  methods  of  logic,  while  in  our  moral 
judgment  there  is  always  an  element  of  feeling.  In  self- 
criticism  our  main  effort  must  be  directed  toward  eliminating 
or  at  least  reducing  to  a minimum  this  element  of  self-love 
and  turning  our  scrutiny  upon  ourselves  in  the  same  way 
that  we  would  exercise  our  criticism  upon  others. 

Our  critical  abilities  should  be  directed  toward  our  own 
actions  not  toward  the  actions  of  our  fellow  men.  We  all  have 
an  amazingly  critical  keenness  when  it  is  a case  of  picking 
to  pieces,  not  our  own  conduct,  but  that  of  our  neighbor.  We 
should  search  again  and  again  the  depths  of  ourselves  in  the 
midst  of  our  restless  life;  we  must  criticize  and  correct  our 
actions  without  pity.  We  must  not  allow  ourselves  to  rest  on 
the  laurels  that  we  award  to  ourselves  or  that  others  too  easily 
bestow  upon  us,  but  should  utilize  the  time  rather  in  self- 
criticism. 

As  we  devote  ourselves  to  the  cultivation  of  our  intellectual 
powers,  so  we  must  pay  heed  to  the  development  of  our  moral 
potentialities.  Salanter  established  the  rule  among  his  disciples 
that  each  should  associate  himself  intimately  with  one  of  his 
fellows  for  the  purpose  of  observing  and  being  observed  and 
exchanging  friendly  cautions  and  admonitions.  In  this  way  all 
would  attain  to  the  self-knowledge  that  corrects  conduct. 
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The  discovery  of  our  faults  will  not  discourage  us  if  we 
look  to  the  future  instead  of  to  the  past.  Repentance  was 
indeed  a doctrine  upon  which  he  laid  great  stress,  yet  for  him 
as  for  nearly  all  Jewish  theologians  and  moralists,  repentance 
is  not  remorse  for  the  past  but  a serious  attempt  to  profit  in 
the  future  by  the  lessons  of*the  past.  When  he  spoke  to  the 
people  he  was  in  the  habit  *of  making  them  recite  with  re- 
ligious fervor  the  verse  from  Lamentations,  “Turn  Thou  us 
unto  Thee,  O Lord,  and  we  shall  be  turned.”  “Return  to  God” 
is  the  Jewish  conception  of- repentance,  and  while  Salanter 
was  hammering  into  the  minds  of  the  people  the  great  need  of 
self-criticism,  that  they  might  be  able  to  change  their  lives 
and  return  to  God,  he  was  no  less  indefatigable  in  preaching 
courage.  No  ailment  of  the  soul,  he  says,  is  worse  than  dis- 
couragement; man  must  again  and  again  renew  the  idea  of 
courage  in  his  mind.  He  must  not  become  discouraged  if  he 
fails  to  observe  any  improvement  in  his  moral  qualities  after 
long  labor  of  self-discipline.  He  should  know  that  his  work 
was  not  in  vain  but  has  left  its  beneficial  effects  which,  though 
invisible  at  the  moment,  will  become  visible  in  time.  Drops 
of  water  continually  falling  upon  a rock  will  finally  wear  it 
away  though  the  first  drops  seem  to  produce  no  effect  at  all. 
It  is  the  same  with  self-discipline;  its  effects  cannot  fail  to 
penetrate  our  hearts  if  we  practise  it  continually. 

Another  form  of  discouragement  against  which  Salanter 
warns  us  is  that  which  has  its  source  in  the  exaggerated  im- 
portance attached  to  the  influence  of  heredity;  he  writes:  “One 
should  not  say  what  the  Lord  made  cannot  be  changed;  He 
planted  in  me  an  evil  nature,  how  can  I hope  ever  to  unmake 
it?”  It  is  not  so;  man  is  not  only  master  over  the  qualities  of 
the  soul  with  which  he  is  born  but  he  is  also  able  to  change 
them. 

We  all  know  how  great  the  power  of  man  over  animals 
has  been;  he  has  succeeded  in  imposing  his  will  upon  them 
so  that  not  only  originally  wild  and  ferocious  animals  have 
lost  their  ferocity  but  many  species  have  also  been  tamed 
and  their  natures  changed.  The  same  applies  to  man;  he  not 
only  can  suppress  his  passions  and  impulses  but  he  can  also 
change  his  nature  from  evil  to  good  by  constant  study  and 
practice.  One  must  remember  further  that  in  the  worst  of 
men  there  is  something  good  and  the  best  are  not  without 
a touch  of  depravity.  Hence  self-education  is  the  main  factor 
in  our  development. 

Salanter  in  almost  every  address  was  in  the  habit  of  quoting 
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the  verse  from  Proverbs:  “If  thou  seekest  (wisdom)  as  silver 
and  searchest  for  her  as  for  hidden  treasures.  . . The  bur- 
den of  all  his  exhortations  was  that  the  moral  life  of  man  is 
like  the  flight  of  a bird  in  the  air;  he  is  sustained  only  by  effort 
and  when  he  ceases  to  exert  himself  he  falls. 

Moral  effort  or,  to  use  his  own  term,  the  suppression  of  the 
evil  Yezer,  important  as  it  may  be,  is,  however,  only  the 
prelude  to  Tikkun  ha-Middot,  the  improvement  of  character, 
by  which  he  meant  the  reduction  of  virtue  to  a second  nature. 
Moral  effort  is  the  negative  part  of  self-education,  which  must 
finally  lead  to  the  positive,  viz.  the  entire  change  of  our  im- 
pulses and  inclinations,  our  passions  and  desires.  We  draw 
nearer  to  the  ideal  by  always  thinking  of  it,  by  examining 
everything  in  its  light.  The  continuous  effort,  however,  is 
fatiguing,  and  therefore  when  swept  by  great  passions,  we  are 
unable  to  withstand  them  though  we  thought  we  had  gained 
control  over  our  will.  Accordingly  our  only  safeguard  lies  in 
moral  knowledge  which  must  be  sufficiently  clear  to  lay  hold 
on  us  and  carry  us  away;  this  knowledge  must  become  a pas- 
sion with  us  so  that  we  act  automatically  under  its  imperious 
injunction.  Impressions  upon  our  emotions  such  as  may  be 
produced  by  the  realization  of  retribution  after  death,  though 
they  may  tend  to  weaken  certain  passions  and  impulses,  are 
not  able  to  change  them.  Their  change  can  be  accomplished 
only  by  means  of  knowledge.  We  must  make  ourselves  the 
object  of  contemplation  and,  dissecting  the  stirrings  of  our 
hearts,  seek  to  comprehend  their  complicated  machinery.  Then 
and  then  only  will  virtue  become  instinctive  in  us,  so  that 
even  our  unconscious  actions  will  be  directed  by  it.  We  must 
not  forget  that  it  is  our  less  conscious  thoughts  and  our  less 
conscious  actions  which  mainly  mould  our  lives. 

There  are  two  forms,  says  Salanter,  of  intellectual  knowl- 
edge. The  child,  for  instance,  who  has  just  learned  his  alphabet 
has  great  difficulty  in  combining  the  letters  though  he  knows 
well  their  individual  sounds.  After  exercising  for  some  time 
he  is  able  to  read  fluently  without  being  in  the  least  conscious 
of  the  single  letters  and  their  functions.  The  same  holds  good 
in  moral  knowledge.  For  a time  we  must  practise  increasing 
the  power  of  our  will  over  our  passions  until  we  become  so 
accustomed  to  virtue  that  we  perform  it  unconsciously  without 
being  aware  of  any  effort.  This  will  happen  when  our  moral 
ideals  become  sentiments  by  reason  of  being  impressed  upon 
our  understanding.  The  truth  of  this  view  Salanter  attempted 
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to  prove  in  quite  a homely  way.  He  writes:  “In  our  country — 
Lithuania — the  average  Jew  has  trained  himself  in  the  ob- 
servance of  the  dietary  laws  to  such  an  extent  that  without  any 
effort  he  not  only  abstains  from  the  use  of  prohibited  food 
but  even  abhors  it.  On  the  other  hand,  dishonesty  in  com- 
mercial relations  is  a frequent  occurrence.  Many  do  not  trouble 
themselves  to  find  out  whether  their  dealings  with  their  fellow 
men  are  always  honest,  and  not  a few  will  even  attempt  to 
cover  their  dishonest  actions  when  they  are  found  out.  Now 
when  we  ask,  how  does  it  happen  that  the  ceremonial  law  is 
automatically  observed  at  great  sacrifice  of  comfort  and 
money,  while  the  ethical  is  often  disregarded — a sin  which 
according  to  the  Rabbis  neither  the  Day  of  Atonement  nor 
death  can  atone  18 — we  can  give  only  this  answer:  The  long 
training  of  the  Jew,  theoretically  and  practically,  in  the  ob- 
servance of  the  dietary  laws  has  had  the  result  that  in  follow- 
ing his  own  nature  he  feels  an  abhorrence  for  everything 
ritually  unclean,  while  the  ethical  teachings  of  the  Torah 
theoretically  never  formed  such  an  important  part  of  the  body 
of  Jewish  studies  as  the  dietary  laws,  and  practically  did  not 
offer  themselves  as  an  exercise  in  virtue  but  as  something 
convenient  and  useful.  This,  however,  is  greatly  to  be  re- 
gretted; the  ethical  teachings  of  the  Torah  are  almost  impor- 
tant part  thereof,  and  in  practical  life  we  must  train  ourselves 
so  that  we  may  no  longer  obey  the  dicta  of  morality  reluctantly 
as  a severe  rule,  but  that  we  may  follow  them  with  the  natural 
bent  of  our  desires.” 

Great  care,  however,  must  be  taken  that  the  automatism  of 
virtue  is  not  turned  to  that  obnoxious  form  of  stoicism  which 
makes  man  indifferent  to  the  desires  and  needs  of  his  fellow 
man.  Equanimity  and  calmness  of  temper  and  mind,  says 
Salanter,  is  a great  virtue;  we  must  never  allow  ourselves  to  be 
ruffled  even  when  the  greatest  misfortunes  befall  us.  “Trust 
in  God,”  the  religious  term  for  this  virtue,  is,  however,  an 
abominable  sin  if  applied  to  shift  from  us  our  obligations 
towards  our  fellow  men;  one  must  not  trust  in  God  at  the 
expense  of  those  who  seek  our  help.  Humility  is  not  only  a 
virtue  but  a demand  of  common  sense,  as  it  is  absurd  to  be 
proud  of  a superiority  that  we  owe  to  the  chance  of  birth  or 
the  munificence  of  Providence;  and  as  to  vanity,  Salanter 
could  only  see  in  it  the  most  grotesque  trait  of  character.  Yet 
he  admonishes  us  to  be  very  careful  of  the  susceptibilities  of 
others  and  never  fail  to  pay  them  our  respects  in  the  forms 
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established  by  society.  Withdrawing  ourselves  from  social 
life  is  very  commendable  if  it  affects  only  ourselves,  but  it  is 
the  foremost  duty  of  man  “to  go  among  the  people”  and 
associate  closely  with  them  for  the  benefit  and  the  good  of  our 
fellow  men.  Consequently  the  positive  part  of  self-education 
consists  not  only  in  acquiring  virtue  as  an  instinct,  but  also  in 
studying  to  comprehend  and  understand  the  desires  and 
impulses  of  men,  so  that  we  may  be  able  to  feel  their  sufferings 
and  wants.  The  task  of  combining  these  two  opposites  is  hard 
but  not  impossible. 

In  spite  of  Salanter’s  originality,  he  has  not  given  us  a new 
system  of  ethics.  He  lacked  philosophic  training  and  systematic 
ability.  His  importance  consists  mainly  in  this  that  he  em- 
phasized and  sought  to  put  into  their  proper  light  certain 
aspects  of  Judaism  which  previously  had  been  heeded  but 
little  or  not  at  all. 

The  keynote  of  his  teaching  is  that  the  aim  and  task  of  the 
Jew  is  to  strive  to  secure  the  ethically  ideal  condition  of  man 
and  of  the  world,  no  matter  how  far  off  and  perhaps  unreach- 
able it  may  be.  Judaism  is  for  him  no  theoretical  system, 
teaching  speculative  truths  or  scientific  knowledge  concerning 
a certain  province  of  thought,  but  it  is  a doctrine  intended  to 
lead  man  to  his  moral  ennoblement  by  prescribed  ways  and 
means.  So  far  as  the  moral  life  is  concerned  the  concrete 
plays  a preponderating  and  decisive  part.  On  the  other  hand 
it  cannot  dispense  with  speculative  or,  let  us  rather  say, 
religious  truths.  In  fact,  it  requires  some  religious  truths  as 
a support  and  a guarantee  for  the  binding  force  of  the  moral 
law.  Other  religious  truths,  again,  strengthen  the  will,  or  are 
of  spiritual  value  in  moral  development,  because  they  fuse 
together  practice  and  theory  into  a harmonious  unity.  If 
morality  is  to  be  not  merely  a theory  but  a real  factor  in  the 
life  of  man,  he  must  so  train  his  thoughts  and  feelings  that 
his  moral  consciousness  becomes  too  strong  to  allow  him  to  act 
otherwise  than  morally.  The  religious  truths  which  are  in- 
dispensable to  the  ethical  education  of  man  and  without  which 
he  cannot  develop  morally,  are:  Belief  in  God,  Revelation,  and 
Reward  and  Punishment. 

We  have  seen  above  what  important  role  the  doctrine  of 
Reward  and  Punishment  plays  in  his  teachings,  and  we  may 
add  here  that  Revelation  or,  to  use  the  rabbinical  term,  the 
Torah  is  of  still  greater  consequence.  In  his  public  addresses, 
Salanter  hardly  ever  touched  on  any  other  subject  than 
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ethics  and  the  study  of  the  Torah.  The  latter  is  to  be  considered 
from  two  different  angles.  First,  as  the  revealed  will  of  God, 
it  is  the  only  safe  guide  for  our  religious  and  moral  life. 
Hence  the  duty  incumbent  upon  every  one,  not  only  on  the 
professional  scholar,  to  occupy  himself  with  the  study  of  the 
Torah  that  his  conduct  may  always  be  in  accordance  with 
the  divine  Will.  The  study  of  the  Jewish  civil  code  however, 
to  take  one  instance,  is  a religious  work  not  only  because  it 
enables  the  student  to  know  what  is  right  and  what  is  wrong 
in  a given  case,  but  also  because  it  refines  and  deepens  one’s 
conscience.  Consequently,  strange  as  it  may  sound,  it  is  from 
the  point  of  view  of  religion  more  important  for  the  business 
man  than  for  the  Rabbi — the  judge — to  be  thoroughly  ac- 
quainted with  the  civil  code.  The  former  is  often  tempted  to 
dishonesty,  and  by  continuous  study  of  the  commercial  law 
of  the  Torah  he  will  be  in  a better  position  to  withstand  his 
temptations,  of  which  the  Rabbi  is  innocent.  Besides  the 
practical  parts  of  the  Torah,  the  study  of  any  portion  thereof 
is  a remedy  against  the  Yezer.  “The  spirit  emanating  from 
the  Torah  makes  spiritual  him  who  occupies  himself  with  it.” 

It  would  be  underrating  the  importance  of  Salanter  to 
measure  him  only  by  the  standard  of  his  theories  on  ethics. 
Of  him,  as  in  general  of  all  Jewish  moralists,  it  may  be  said 
that  the  practical  produced  the  theoretical,  and  not  vice  versa. 
The  ethical  system  of  the  Greeks  developed  at  a time  when 
rapidly  growing  skepticism  threatened  to  destroy  the  basis 
of  morality  and  in  part  did  actually  destroy  it.  The  ethical 
systems  framed  in  those  days  were  the  dikes  erected  by 
speculative  minds  to  hold  in  check  the  devastating  flood  of 
immorality.  Compare  this  phenomenon  with  the  long  and 
eventful  history  of  the  Jews,  and  it  will  become  evident  that 
with  them  there  was  nothing  certain  and  absolute  except  God, 
the  source  of  moral  truth.  When  all  things  round  about 
tottered  and  reeled,  there  always  remained  one  fixed  im- 
movable point,  that  God  is  good,  holy  and  just,  and  that  it  is 
the  duty  of  man  to  walk  in  His  ways,  the  ways  of  holiness, 
justice  and  love.  The  Jewish  moralists,  therefore,  considered 
it  their  chief  task  not  to  elaborate  new  doctrines  and  specu- 
lative truths,  but  to  impress  the  old  lessons  with  ever  greater 
emphasis  upon  the  consciousness  of  the  people.  Their  aim 
was  to  find  means  of  augmenting  the  effectiveness  of  the  old 
truths.  And  as  they  always  proceeded  from  the  principle  that 
the  most  successful  pedagogic  method  is  teaching  by  example, 
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they  tried  to  illustrate  in  their  own  conduct  the  truths  they 
wished  to  inculcate.  The  Jewish  moralists,  so  far  from  setting 
up  ideal  teachings  for  the  sake  of  setting  them  up,  demon- 
strated concretely  how  the  ideal  can  be  made  real  in  the  daily 
walks  of  life. 


iii 

It  has  been  well  said  that  a man  of  rare  moral  depth, 
warmth  or  delicacy  may  be  a more  important  element  in  the 
advance  of  civilization  than  the  newest  and  truest  idea  derived 
from  the  fundamental  principles  of  the  science  of  morals.  The 
leading  of  souls  to  do  what  is  right  and  humane  is  always  more 
urgent  than  mere  instruction  of  the  intelligence  as  to  the 
exact  meaning  of  right  and  humanity.  If  therefore  the  saint 
has  his  place  in  history,  Salanter  is  one  of  the  outstanding 
figures  in  Jewish  history  of  recent  times.  What  most  appeals 
to  our  imagination  and  sympathy  in  history  is  heroism,  and 
saintliness  is  only  another  word  for  heroism  in  the  domain 
of  ethics  and  religion.  The  heroism  of  the  saint  is  well  de- 
scribed by  the  famous  French  critic,  Sainte-Beuve,  as  an  inner 
state  which  above  all  is  one  of  love  and  humility,  of  infinite 
confidence  in  God,  and  of  strictness  toward  one’s  self  ac- 
companied with  tenderness  for  others.  Saintliness  is  however 
at  the  same  time  preeminently  subjective,  mainly  on  account 
of  the  great  diversity  of  the  means  which  help  to  produce 
the  state  common  to  all  saints.  The  glimpses  we  gain  of  the 
life  of  a saint  are  therefore  of  incalculable  value  to  us  for 
the  understanding  of  the  religious  milieu  that  produced  him. 
Salanter,  for  instance,  was  the  product  of  rigorous  Talmudism, 
and  hence  to  become  better  acquainted  with  his  heroic  life 
is  tantamount  to  coming  nearer  to  a true  understanding  of 
talmudic  Judaism.  Purity,  asceticism  and  charity  are  the 
characteristic  practical  consequences  of  the  inner  conditions 
of  all  saintly  souls;  the  forms,  however,  in  which  these 
virtues  express  themselves  vary  essentially,  and  the  variation 
is  a safe  indication  of  the  culture  amidst  which  the  saint 
arose. 

Boundless  reverence  for  the  weak  and  the  suffering,  the 
helpless  and  the  needy,  best  describe  the  particular  form  that 
Salanter’s  love  for  his  fellow  man  took.  The  Lord  “dwells 
with  him  that  is  of  a contrite  and  humble  spirit,”  hence 
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Salanter  felt  himself  in  the  presence  of  the  divine  whenever 
he  saw  suffering  and  pain  that  produce  a meek  and  contrite 
spirit.  His  religious  enthusiasm,  that  is  his  love  of  God,  in- 
stead of  quenching  his  love  of  man,  ennobled  and  transformed 
it.  Too  numerous  are  the  stories  told  about  Salanter’s  kindness 
and  goodness  to  be  given  here;  a very  few  characteristics  of  the 
saint  may,  however,  be  mentioned. 

During  his  sojourn  in  Kovno  it  happened  on  the  eve  of  Yom 
Kippur,  when  the  Synagogue  was  filled  with  devout  wor- 
shippers awaiting  in  solemn  awe  and  silence  the  Kol  Nidre 
service,  that  suddenly  ominous  murmurs  and  whispers  arose 
on  all  sides.  Salanter,  wonderful  to  relate,  had  not  yet  arrived. 
The  assembly  waited  half-an-hour  and  an  hour,  and  still  no 
trace  of  the  Rabbi.  Messengers  were  sent  hither  and  thither 
to  search  for  him.  All  returned  from  their  errand  unsuccessful. 
After  long  waiting  and  watching,  it  was  resolved  to  begin  the 
prayers  without  Salanter,  a course  calculated  to  increase  the 
excitement.  All  sorts  of  probable  and  improbable  rumors  were 
circulated  about  the  sudden  disappearance  of  the  beloved 
leader.  When  the  congregation  was  on  the  point  of  dispersing, 
Salanter  appeared  in  the  Synagogue.  The  joy  was  great,  and 
equally  great  was  the  amazement  of  the  good  people  when 
they  learned  the  reason  of  his  absence.  On  his  way  to  the 
Synagogue,  Salanter  told  them,  he  heard  a little  child  cry 
bitterly.  He  drew  near  to  investigate  why  it  was  whimpering 
and  found  that  the  baby’s  mother,  in  order  to  be  at  the  Syna- 
gogue in  good  time  on  this  holiest  of  occasions,  had  put  it  to 
bed  earlier  than  her  wont.  The  child  had  soon  awakened  from 
sleep  at  an  unaccustomed  hour  and  was  crying  for  its  mother. 
As  none  of  the  women  in  the  neighborhood  signified  her 
willingness  to  forego  attendance  at  divine  services  upon  the 
Holy  Kol  Nidre  night,  he  resolved  to  stay  beside  the  baby’s 
cradle  until  its  mother  returned.  To  appreciate  this  act  of 
Salanter,  it  must  be  remembered  what  the  service  at  the 
Synagogue  on  the  eve  of  the  Day  of  Atonement  meant  to  a 
man  like  him  who  was  in  the  habit  of  withdrawing  from  the 
world  for  forty  days  preceding  Yom  Kippur,  and  spending 
his  time  in  prayer  and  devotion. 

His  great  compassion  and  pity  for  the  poor  and  helpless 
often  was  the  cause  of  clashes  between  him  and  the  official 
heads  of  the  communities  where  he  lived  as  a private  man. 
He  had  settled  in  Kovno  shortly  after  the  cholera  had  wrought 
great  havoc  among  the  Jewish  population  of  that  city,  espe- 
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dally  among  the  poor  dasses.  The  hospitals  were  overfilled 
with  sufferers,  so  that  quite  a number  were  not  properly  cared 
for.  Salanter  insisted  that  the  great  Synagogue  of  the  com- 
munity be  temporarily  used  as  a hospital  and  poor-house. 
Needless  to  say  that  his  plan  found  ill  favor  in  the  eyes  of 
many  who  looked  upon  it  as  an  attempt  at  desecrating  the 
house  of  God.  Possibly  they  were  right,  as  there  was  hardly 
any  need  of  such  an  extreme  step  to  be  taken.  Salanter,  how- 
ever, in  face  of  suffering  and  distress  could  not  see  their 
point  of  view.  Courteous  and  gentle  as  he  otherwise  was,  he 
lost  his  temper  on  this  occasion.  Interrupting  the  address  he 
was  delivering  in  the  Synagogue,  he  pointed  his  finger  in 
righteous  anger  at  the  president  of  the  Congregation,  a man 
distinguished  for  learning  and  piety  alike,  and  cried  out:  “You 
will  have  to  answer  to  the  Lord  for  the  suffering  of  the  poor. 
God  much  rather  prefers  His  House  to  be  used  as  a sleeping 
place  by  Motel  the  carpenter — a very  disreputable  person  but 
a homeless  beggar — than  as  a place  of  worship  by  you.”  Not 
long  after  this  incident,  Salanter  betook  himself  to  the  home 
of  the  man  he  had  offended,  to  ask  his  forgiveness,  but  he 
never  changed  his  mind  with  regard  to  the  justification  of 
his  plan  to  turn  the  Synagogue  into  a poor-house.17 

A year  before  this  he  had  gotten  himself  into  the  bad  graces 
of  the  spiritual  leaders  of  Wilna.  In  the  year  of  the  frightful 
cholera  epidemic  Salanter,  after  having  taken  counsel  with  a 
number  of  physicians,  became  convinced  that  in  the  interest 
of  the  health  of  the  community  it  would  be  necessary  to  dis- 
pense with  fasting  on  the  Day  of  Atonement.  Many  a Rabbi 
in  this  large  community  was  inclined  to  agree  with  his  view, 
but  none  of  them  could  gather  courage  enough  to  announce 
the  dispensation  publicly.  During  the  several  years  of  his 
stay  in  Wilna  he  lived  strictly  the  life  of  a private  man,  and 
in  his  humility  would  not  decide  a question  of  ritual,  not  even 
if  it  occurred  in  his  own  house,  but  would  refer  it  to  one  of 
the  local  Rabbis.  When  he  saw,  however,  that  none  -of  them 
would  act  in  this  case,  he  thought  self-assertion  to  be  his 
highest  duty.  He  affixed  announcements  in  all  Synagogues, 
advising  the  people  not  to  fast  on  the  coming  Day  of  Atone- 
ment. Knowing,  however,  how  reluctant  they  would  be  to 
follow  his  written  advice  he,  on  the  morning  of  the  Day  of 
Atonement  at  one  of  the  most  solemn  moments  of  the  service, 
ascended  the  reader’s  desk.  After  addressing  a few  sentences 
to  the  Congregation  in  which  he  commanded  them  to  follow 
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his  example,  he  produced  some  cake  and  wine,  pronounced 
the  blessing  over  them,  ate  and  drank.  One  can  hardly  imagine 
what  moral  courage  and  religious  enthusiasm  this  action  of  his 
required  from  a man  like  Salanter  to  whom  obedience  to 
the  Torah  was  the  highest  duty.  He  found  strength  for  his 
heroic  action  only  in  the  thought  that  what  he  did  was  for 
the  benefit  of  others.  Many  years  later  he  used  to  dwell  on 
this  episode  and  thank  with  great  joy  his  Creator  for  having 
found  him  worthy  to  be  the  instrument  of  saving  many  lives. 
He  was  convinced  that  many  a person  weakened  by  fasting 
would  have  fallen  a victim  to  the  frightful  disease,  and  that 
therefore  in  making  people  eat  on  the  great  Fast  he  saved 
many  lives.  Others,  however,  did  not  share  his  conviction  of 
the  necessity  of  dispensing  with  the  fast  and  he  was  severely 
censured  by  them,  not  only  for  what  he  did,  but  also  for 
having  assumed  the  authority  belonging  to  the  official  leaders 
of  the  community.  It  is  not  unlikely  that  the  unpleasantness 
created  by  this  incident  was  one  of  the  reasons  for  Salanter’s 
leaving  Wilna  for  good.18 

Poor  as  he  was  all  his  life,  he  had  little  of  worldly  goods 
or,  to  be  accurate,  nothing  to  give  others,  but  he  did  give 
them  more  than  this — he  gave  himself,  heart  and  soul,  to  those 
whom  he  knew  to  be  suffering.  The  poor  and  the  needy  could 
always  count  upon  his  readiness  to  assist  them.  No  time  of  the 
day,  no  season  of  the  year,  no  cold  winter  night,  and  no 
scorching  summer  day  could  prevent  him  from  walking  for 
hours  from  house  to  house  to  solicit  help  for  those  in  need. 
Once  a poor  scholar  confided  to  him  that  if  he  were  able 
to  preach  he  might  succeed  in  maintaining  himself  and  his 
family  by  taking  up  the  profession  of  an  itinerant  preacher, 
but  as  the  theory  as  well  as  the  practice  of  preaching  were 
quite  unknown  to  him,  he  must  forever  give  up  the  hope 
of  gaining  a livelihood  in  this  way.  Salanter,  however,  did  not 
despair;  he  composed  a number  of  sermons,  and  after  spending 
several  weeks  in  teaching  the  poor  scholar  how  to  deliver 
them,  he  dismissed  him  well  prepared  for  his  new  calling. 

As  in  the  environment  of  a saint  there  are  often  found 
many  who  are  the  very  reverse  of  saints,  Salanter’s  kindness 
and  sympathy  were  not  rarely  misused.  Sometimes  undeserving 
people  would  succeed  in  obtaining  from  him  letters  of  recom- 
mendation, but  he  would  never  revoke  them,  even  if  informed 
by  reliable  persons  of  the  deception  practised  on  him.  He 
used  to  say  that  a letter  of  this  sort  becomes  the  rightful 
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property  of  the  person  to  whom  it  is  given  and  it  would  be 
plain  robbery  to  revoke  it. 

The  fear  of  being  the  cause,  even  in  the  remotest  manner 
of  injury  to  the  poor,  was  always  present  before  his  eyes.  Once 
when,  in  obedience  to  the  rabbinical  ordinance,  he  was  wash- 
ing his  hands  before  sitting  down  to  a meal,  his  disciples 
noticed  that  he  was  exercising  great  care  not  to  use  a drop 
of  water  more  than  the  minimum  required  by  the  law  In 
amazement  they  exclaimed:  “Rabbi,  does  not  the  Talmud* say 
that  he  who  lets  water  flow  abundantly  over  his  hands  will 
be  rewarded  with  wealth  in  equal  abundance?”  19  “True,  but 
I do  not  want  to  enrich  myself  at  the  expense  of  the  labor  of 
the  water  carrier,”  replied  Salanter.  He  did  not  for  a moment 
question  the  binding  character  of  the  rabbinical  ordinance 
concerning  the  washing  of  hands  before  meals,  but  that  did 
not  prevent  him  from  remembering  and  acting  in  accordance 
with  his  great  moral  principle. 

At  another  time  while  walking  in  the  outskirts  of  the  city, 
he  noticed  the  cow  of  a Jewish  farmer  straying  away  and 
trying  to  enter  a neighboring  garden  belonging  to  a Gentile. 
Knowing  the  ill-feeling  of  the  Gentile  farmers  towards  their 
Jewish  neighbors  in  that  part  of  the  country,  he  had  no  doubt 
that  if  the  animal  should  be  caught  it  would  be  killed  or  at 
best  kept  for  a high  ransom.  He  therefore  attempted  to  lead 
the  cow  back  to  the  Jewish  farmer,  but  inexperienced  as  he 
was  in  work  of  this  kind,  he  miserably  failed  in  driving  the 
animal  back.  Yet  he  did  not  give  up  the  fight,  and  for  several 
hours  he  held  on  to  the  cow,  and  in  this  way  prevented  her 
from  entering  the  dangerous  zone  until  he  was  released  from 
his  task  by  people  coming  along  the  road.  To  have  permitted 
the  cow  to  run  its  own  way,  he  thought,  would  have  been 
negligence  in  his  duty  towards  the  poor  farmer. 

No  less  cautious  was  he  in  avoiding  offense  to  the  sensibilities 
of  the  poor.  He  was  passionately  fond  of  snuff,  but  he  denied 
himself  the  pleasure  of  taking  it  at  sessions  of  the  Charity 
Board,  when  the  poor  appeared  to  present  their  cases.  He 
shrank  from  taking  out  his  silver  snuff  box  in  their  presence, 
lest  its  splendor  cause  them  to  feel  their  poverty  more  keenly.20 

The  ascetic  impulse  is  a general  phenomenon  in  saintliness, 
and  the  Jewish  saint  does  not  form  an  exception  to  the  general 
rule.  Yet  there  can  be  no  doubt  as  to  the  correctness  of  the  view 
that  Judaism  is  not  an  ascetic  religion.  That  the  highest  develop- 
ment of  a non-ascetic  religion  should  culminate  in  ascetic 
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saintliness  will  appear  to  many  as  an  inexplicable  riddle. 
If,  however,  we  examine  more  carefully  the  form  of  Jewish 
asceticism,  we  shall  find  the  answer  to  this  puzzling  question. 
A religion  that  sanctifies  even  the  so-called  animal  appetites 
and  desires  of  man,  elevating  them  into  worship  and  religious 
exaltation,  and  instead  of  despairing  of  the  flesh,  highly 
recommends  the  satisfaction  and  joy  of  the  body — such  a 
religion  could  never  produce  the  excesses  of  asceticism  found 
among  other  religions  to  whom  the  body  and  the  material 
world  are  the  seat  of  evil.  With  very  few  exceptions,  which 
were  of  a pathological  nature,  we  hardly  ever  find  among  the 
Jewish  saints  ascetic  mortification  or  immolation,  and  even 
asceticism  as  sacrifice  to  God  is  very  rare  among  them. 
Jewish  asceticism  takes  almost  always  the  form  which  a famous 
psychologist  describes  as  the  fruit  of  the  love  of  purity  that 
is  shocked  by  whatever  savors  of  the  sensual. 

The  life  of  Salanter  offers  many  instances  of  this  special  kind 
of  asceticism.  Of  fasting  and  vigils  he  did  not  have  a high 
opinion;  indeed,  he  often  used  to  admonish  his  disciples  to  eat 
and  sleep  as  much  as  they  needed.  There  was  little  need  to 
preach  temperance  and  sobriety  to  the  Lithuanian  Jew,  dis- 
tinguished for  extraordinary  frugality.  Far  more  stringent  was 
the  watch  he  kept  over  the  things  which  proceeded  from  the 
mouth.  He  would  at  times  refrain  for  days  and  weeks  from 
talking.  Idle  talk,  indulgence  in  what  is  ordinarily  called 
conversation,  was  abhorrent  to  him,  and  he  employed  it  only 
as  a means  to  brighten  up  people  in  depressed  spirits.  The 
silence  he  cultivated  had  its  motive  neither  in  the  desire  for 
self-mortification  nor  in  that  of  expiation,  but  was  the  direct 
outcome  of  his  highly  developed  sense  of  the  purity  of  life.  To 
bis  soul  whatever  was  unspiritual  was  repugnant,  and  any 
inconsistency  or  discord  between  the  ideal  and  the  real  was 
exceedingly  painful  to  him.  The  average  conversation,  even 
of  the  educated,  with  its  plenitude  of  insincerity  and  multitude 
of  pretensions,  shocked  his  spiritual  sensibility  to  such  an 
extent  that  he  preferred  silence  to  speech. 

There  was  also  always  present  with  him  the  fear  of  being 
admired  by  others  for  qualities  of  heart  and  soul  above  what 
he  merited.  This  fear  was  so  strong  with  him  that  he  was  once 
found  weeping  after  delivering  a brilliant  discussion  on  a 
talmudic  subject;  he  was  afraid  that  the  display  of  his  brilliancy 
would  make  people  exaggerate  his  intellect;  and  what  could 
there  be  worse  than  deception?  His  scrupulousness  as  to  verac- 
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ity  and  sincerity  knew  no  bounds.  The  first  essay  published  by 
him  contains  the  note  that  it  was  put  into  literary  form  by  some- 
body other  than  the  author  himself,  who  is  rather  a poor 
stylist.  He  was  once  asked,  how  is  one  to  explain  the  great 
success  of  “the  liberals”  in  their  fights  with  “the  true  be- 
lievers,” since  according  to  a saying  of  the  Sages,  “Truth  lasts, 
untruth  perishes.”  The  answer  he  gave  was:  “Sincerity  makes 
an  untruth  seem  to  be  a truth,  while  insincerity  makes  a truth 
seem  to  be  an  untruth;  the  liberals  succeed  because  they  are 
sincere;  their  opponents  fail  because  they  are  not  always 
sincere.” 

Salanter  lived  all  his  life  in  dire  poverty,  as  a matter  of 
choice,  as  there  were  many  who  would  have  considered  it  a 
privilege  to  provide  him  with  comfort.  He  never  accepted  the 
position  of  Rabbi  and  only  for  a short  time  did  he  occupy  a 
public  office,  that  of  the  head  of  a talmudic  school.  He  was 
firmly  convinced  that  he  could  do  his  work  best  by  being 
entirely  independent  of  the  public,  and  after  a great  inner 
struggle  he  decided  to  accept  the  offer  of  one  of  his  disciples 
to  support  him  entirely.  This  disciple  was  the  only  one  from 
whom  he  accepted  assistance,  but  only  as  much  as  was  abso- 
lutely necessary  to  keep  body  and  soul  together.  When 
Salanter’s  wife  died  he  found  a small  sum  of  money  among 
her  effects  which  she  had  saved  from  the  weekly  allowance 
granted  to  her  and  her  family  by  their  benefactor.  The  money 
was  distributed  by  Salanter  among  the  poor.  He  argued,  “The 
money  granted  to  me  by  my  disciple  was  for  my  needs,  but 
not  to  enrich  myself;  hence  I have  no  right  to  it  nor  have  my 
children,  the  heirs  of  my  wife,  and  as  the  original  owner 
refuses  to  accept  it,  the  poor  have  the  next  claim  to  it.” 

Though  an  indefatigable  student  all  his  life  and  in  great  need 
of  books,  he  never  possessed  a single  volume.  When  he  died,  his 
room  contained,  besides  a threadbare  suit  of  clothes,  nothing 
else  than  his  Tallit  and  Tefillin.  It  would  be  a great  mistake, 
however,  to  believe  that  Salanter,  like  the  ascetics  of  other 
religions,  idealized  poverty  as  the  loftiest  individual  state 
and  sang  its  praises.  One  of  his  disciples,  trying  to  persuade 
him  to  accept  from  a rich  admirer  a new  Tallit,  said  to  him, 
“You  are  certainly  in  need  of  one  and  the  decorum  of  the 
services  requires  that  the  Tallit  be  not  threadbare.  I too  hope 
to  buy  one  as  soon  as  I have  the  money.”  And  the  master’s 
answer  was,  “I  also  will  buy  one  as  soon  as  I shall  have  the 
money.” 
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Judaism  teaches  that  wealth  is  a blessing,  as  it  gives  time 
for  ideal  ends  and  affords  exercise  to  ideal  energies.  Jewish 
saints,  therefore,  never  denounced  the  possession  of  earthly 
goods,  provided  man  does  not  turn  the  blessing  into  a curse 
by  his  greed  and  passion  for  money.  The  saint,  however, 
knew  also  the  high  moral  value  of  poverty:  liberation  from 
material  possessions,  freedom  of  soul,  and  manly  indifference. 
Salanter’s  craving  for  moral  consistency  and  purity  was  de- 
veloped to  such  a degree  that  he  could  neither  occupy  a 
public  office  in  the  community  nor  accept  comfort  and  luxuries 
from  the  hand  of  others.  He  for  a time  thought  of  becoming 
an  artisan  that  he  might  be  able  to  support  himself  by  “the 
labor  of  his  hands,”  but  when  he  saw  the  impossibility  of 
such  a plan,  he  gladly  submitted  to  a life  of  want  and  hard- 
ship. 

“Love  your  enemies”  is  not  a Jewish  precept,  and  one  may 
doubt  whether  there  are  any  examples  of  compliance  with  it. 
The  nearest  approach  to  it  is  that  magnanimity  which  “repays 
evil  with  good,”  and  the  life  of  Salanter  is  full  of  acts  of  this 
kind.  “Imitation  of  God,”  he  used  to  say,  “is  explicitly  com- 
manded in  the  Torah,  and  accordingly  it  is  our  duty  not  only 
to  confer  an  act  of  kindness  upon  those  who  have  done  harm 
to  us,  but  to  do  it  at  the  very  moment  we  are  wronged.  God 
is  kind  to  the  sinner  at  the  time  of  his  sin  and  rebellion,  since 
without  the  kindness  of  God  that  gives  him  life  and  strength 
he  would  not  be  able  to  sin,  and  we  are  to  imitate  Him  so  as 
to  be  like  Him.  We  must  be  kind  to  those  who  sin  against 
us,  at  the  time  of  their  wrongdoing.”  He  took  scrupulous  care 
all  his  life  to  act  in  accordance  with  this  rule.  No  sooner  did 
he  hear  of  an  injury  done  to  him  than  he  hastened  to  find  out 
whether  he  could  not  confer  some  kindness  upon  the  person 
who  injured  him.  The  continuous  practice  of  this  kind  of 
magnanimity,  he  taught  further,  develops  tolerance  and  in- 
dulgence towards  all  men. 

In  one  of  his  letters  to  his  disciples,  Salanter  expresses  the 
hope  that  the  spark  coming  from  his  soul  might  kindle  a 
holy  fire  in  their  hearts.  His  hope  was  not  in  vain.  His  was 
one  of  those  conductive  natures  which,  as  was  well  said  by  a 
famous  author,  are  effective  because  the  effluence  of  their 
power  and  feeling  stirs  the  hearer  or  onlooker  to  a sympathetic 
thrill.  A Jewish  saying,  “Words  that  come  from  the  heart  enter 
into  the  heart,”  expresses  the  same  thought.  Few  people  who 
came  in  personal  contact  with  him  could  withstand  his  charm 
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and  his  power.  His  influence  over  the  masses  as  a preacher  was 
unique  in  the  annals  of  Eastern  Jewry.  The  inner  fire  of  his 
spirit  shot  out  its  lightning  flashes,  dazzling  the  inward  eye 
with  the  clearness  of  the  truth  he  revealed  to  the  consciences 
of  his  hearers.  He  brought  the  people  no  new  doctrines  to 
arrest  their  thought;  he  was  a flame  enkindling  the  smouldering 
faith  of  his  hearers;  for  a while  he  would  lift  them  up  into  the 
clear  atmosphere  of  heaven  where  their  souls  stood  revealed 
to  themselves  and  their  hearts  were  aglow  with  unwonted 
desire  of  the  higher  life.  He  saw  truth  so  clearly  that  he  was 
able  to  make  others  see  it. 

Salanter  s power  was,  however,  in  himself  not  in  his  words, 
and  we  would  do  injustice  to  the  man  if  we  judged  him  by  his 
few  literary  remains.  Yet  even  they  reveal  not  only  an  intellect 
of  originality  but  also  a soul  of  rare  purity  and  great  nobility, 
a worthy  link  in  the  long  chain  of  Saints  in  Israel. 


Notes 


1.  Midrash  Tehillim,  92,  412  ed.  Buber. 

2.  Comp.  Ahad  Ha- Am,  DOIT  DSHD  I,  178  (3d  edition). 

3.  Most  of  the  material  in  this  essay  is  based  on  oral  communications 
which  the  author  had  received  in  his  early  youth  from  his  teachers  R. 
Isaac  Blaser,  R.  Naphtali  of  Shat  and  R.  Loeb  Raschkes,  three  distin- 
guished disciples  of  Salanter.  Some  episodes  given  here  have  been  told 

author  by  his  father  who  was  well  acquainted  with  Salanter.  I 
add  here  a selected  list  of  the  more  important  books,  essays  and  articles 
onSalanter  and  the  moralist  movement  in  Lithuania.  Blaser,  hr 

Wilna,  1900  (the  most  important  source  for  the  life  and  teaching  of 
Salanter);  Benjamin,  R.  Israel  Lipkin  Salant,  1899  (in  German);  Feld- 
berg,^BM  tmp,  1884;  Finn,  ‘WTB't  flDJD  1886  (pp.  697-698);  Eliezer 
Ehjah  Friedman,  nunarn  TDD  Tel-Abib  1926  and  in  Tinn  (Jerusalem) 
VI,  nos.  10-12;  Mark,  Bits  TjttJiR  pc  Dipm  1927  (pp.  97-104);  Ob- 
zmski,  TJR7T1PD  DH1  run  rmen  nn^in  1908  (pp.  56-63);  Rosenfeld, 
TDJ'jD  n 1910  (in  Hebrew  and  under  the  same  title  also  in  Yid- 

dish); Steinschneider,  t«7'll  -py  (pp.  128-133);  Weinberg,  ‘jtoijM  uil 
J]’'1 2 3 4 * 6®1®1"1  in  1 1 Dnbn  ed.  Elbinger,  Warsaw,  1912.  See  also  nittm 

n 1912  (mainly  a reprint  of  'rNTB’'  ns). 

4.  On  R.  Zundel,  comp.  E.  Rivlin  taiK'JDO  7TJ1T  eiDi  > 'T  P’TSn  TBD 
1 '171371  Jerusalem,  1927. 

5 Comp.  R.  Baer  b.  Tanhum  37  ntfjJO  no.  61;  on  the  influence  of 
the  Gaon  on  R.  Zundel,  comp.  Rivlin,  4. 

6.  Blaser,  79. 

j On  Lflienthal,  see  David  Philipson,  Max  Lilienthal,  New  York, 
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8.  Shapiro  was  a disciple  of  the  famous  scholar  R.  Manasseh  ben 
Porat  and  like  his  master  had  great  independence  of  mind. 

9.  This  witty  remark  by  Shapiro  is  only  a valiant  of  the  Midrashic 
statement,  Bemidbar  R.  5.2. 

10.  Comp.  Benjamin,  27-29. 

11.  The  name  of  this  Maecenas  was  Lachman,  but  he  insisted  that  his 
name  be  kept  a secret. 

12.  It  was  published  under  the  title  'IB  yy,  Wilna,  1881. 

13.  Sotah  3a. 

14.  Makkot  24a. 

15.  na  yy  26a-26b. 

16.  Mishnah  Yoma  (end). 

17.  This  episode  was  told  to  me  by  my  father  who  was  present  at  the 
visit  paid  by  Salanter  to  my  grandfather,  R.  Asher  Ginzberg,  the  presi- 
dent of  the  Congregation,  whom  Salanter  had  publicly  chided. 

18.  Mark,  76,  gives  a somewhat  different  version  of  this  incident,  but 
the  one  given  in  this  essay  is  on  the  authority  of  the  author’s  uncle, 
R.  Loeb  Raschkes,  whose  reliability  cannot  be  questioned,  as  he  was  a 
pupil  of  Salanter. 

19.  This  episode  was  told  to  the  author  by  his  father. 

20.  This  story  was  told  to  the  author  by  his  teacher,  R.  Isaac  Blaser. 


18. 

The  Lithuanian  Yeshivas 


by  Gedalyahu  Alon* 


Twice  did  the  Lithuanian  Yeshivas  suffer  exile.  The  first 
exile  coincided  with  the  outbreak  of  the  First  World  War,  or 
more  precisely,  with  the  German  occupation  of  Lithuania 
and  parts  of  White  Russia  in  the  summer  of  1915.  It  was  at 
that  time  that  the  leading  Yeshivas  were  uprooted  from  then- 
host  communities  (some  of  which  were  also  forced  to  move) 
and  were  removed  to  the  eastern  borders  of  White  Russia, 
to  the  valleys  of  the  Ukraine,  and  even  to  the  very  depths  of 
Greater  Russia.  This  first  exile,  although  detrimental  to  the 
[former]  host  communities  and  their  districts,  and  to  the 
Yeshivas  themselves,  benefited  those  communities  in  which 
they  found  asylum  and  temporary  settlement.  The  Jewish 
Ukraine,  seasoned  as  it  was  with  Lubavitch  Hasidism,  and  the 
seat  of  Poltava — where  the  Mir  Yeshivah  eventually  made  its 
way— and  Kremenchug— where  the  Knesseth  Yisrael  Yeshivah 
of  Slabodka  temporarily  resided — although  blessed  with  a 
rich,  plentiful,  and  strong  folk-nationalistic  existence,  ex- 
perienced in  those  days  but  a small  measure  of  the  light  of 
Torah.  But  now  that  the  Ukrainian  Jews,  on  their  very  own 
territory,  were  exposed  to  a spiritual  and  intellectual  culture 
which  was  revealed  to  them  in  concentrated  form  and  from 
its  very  source,  from  the  tents  of  Torah,  they  were  immedi- 
ately attracted  to  the  world  of  the  Yeshivas.  From  the  fusion 
of  two  worlds  in  Israel,  a blended  and  harmonious  light  shone 
forth,  which  in  some  measure  made  up  for  the  temporary 

* Translated  from  the  Hebrew  by  Sid  Leiman,  who  notes:  “This  essay 
was  first  published  in  1943.” 

From  Mehkarim  be-Toledol  Yisrael  (Studies  in  the  History  of  Israel) 
vol.  1.  Israel,  Hakibutz  Hameuchad  Publishing  House,  Ltd.,  1957. 
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uprooting  of  the  Torah  centers  from  Jewish  Lithuania.  One 
may  compare  it  to  the  first  confrontation  between  the  German 
Jews  and  the  Polish  and  Lithuanian  Jews,  when  because  of 
the  war  the  German  Jews  sought  refuge  among  their  brethren 
in  Eastern  Europe.  For  Western  Jews  this  was  a sort  of  dis- 
covery, leading  to  a revitalization  of  their  Jewish  consciousness. 
How  much  the  more  so  was  the  Jewry  of  Greater  Russia  (as 
for  instance  in  Saratov,  where  one  of  the  Yeshivas  was  to 
reside  temporarily  and  where  many  Jews  were  supporters  of 
Czar  Nicholas)  blessed  when  it  was  privileged  to  become  a 
haven  for  Torah  study. 

After  several  years,  the  Yeshivas  returned  to  their  original 
communities.  Most  of  them  did  not  regain  their  original 
stature,  with  the  exception  of  the  Mir  Yeshivah  which  had 
also  grown  and  flourished  during  the  fifteen-year  period  pre- 
ceding the  war.  Some  suffered  a decrease  in  enrollment  and 
others  broke  up  into  smaller  units,  such  as  Knesseth  Yisrael 
Yeshivah  of  Slabodka — half  of  which  emigrated  to  the  land 
of  Israel  in  1925.  This  was  due  to  the  removal  of  Soviet 
Russian  Jewry  from  Lithuania,  the  former  “heart  and  head” 
of  Russian  Jewry,  from  the  body  of  Jewish  culture  and 
Jewish  religion  in  general. 

The  second  exile  was  brought  about  by  Hitler.  Here,  one 
no  longer  speaks  of  exile  from  one  community  to  another;  all 
communities  alike  were  destroyed.  There  can  be  no  compensa- 
tion for  the  Torah  centers  that  were  destroyed,  just  as  there  can 
be  no  compensation  for  the  communities  that  were  destroyed. 
The  enemy’s  hand  struck  down  all  the  Jewish  communities  in 
Europe.  (Some  three  hundred  students  in  the  Mir  Yeshivah, 
and  fugitives  from  other  Yeshivas  as  well,  found  refuge  in 
distant  Shanghai.  Rumor  has  it  that  Torah  is  studied  and 
taught  in  this  city  with  an  intensity  rarely  experienced  in  its 
former  residences — a pittance  of  consolation  which  hardly 
sets  the  mind  at  ease.)  A culture  many  generations  old,  with 
numerous  roots  and  branches,  is  threatened  with  destruction. 
Will  it  indeed  be  destroyed? 


• i 

Shortly  before  the  Volozhin  Yeshivah — Lithuanian  and 
Russian  Jewry’s  great  beacon  of  light  for  some  ninety  years 
(1793-1892) — closed  its  doors,  the  other  great  Lithuanian 
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Yeshivas  came  into  their  own:  Knesseth  Yisrael,  Knesseth 
Beth  Yitzhak,  Mir,  Radin,  Telshe,  Novogrudok,  and  after 
them  the  Lida  Yeshivah,  which  was  unique,  and  distinct  from 
all  other  Yeshivas.  (It  was  founded  by  Rabbi  Isaac  lacob 
Reines  [1839-1915] 1 in  1894;  its  uniqueness  lay  in  the  secular 
studies  which  were  taught  there  in  addition  to  the  religious 
studies.)  Sooner  or  later,  in  response  to  the  circumstances  of 
the  time,  the  appearance  of  these  Yeshivas  came  to  differ 
greatly  from  that  of  the  Volozhin  Yeshivah.  The  new  con- 
cepts absorbed  by  the  Yeshivas  were  responsible  for  the  changes 
in  appearance.  Despite  this,  the  Volozhin  tradition  never 
vanished;  its  spirit  and  tradition  hovered  over  the  Lithuanian 
Yeshivas,  sometimes  overtly,  sometimes  covertly.  Thus,  the 
inheritance  remains  intact,  even  with  additions  greater 
than  the  inheritance  itself. 

It  is  almost  superfluous  to  add  that  the  Lithuanian  Yeshivas 
served  not  only  their  host  communities.  Indeed,  from  those 
towns  and  villages  very  few  students  were  drawn.  The  three  or 
four  hundred  students  in  attendance  at  each  of  these  Yeshivas 
were  drawn  from  all  of  Poland,  the  Ukraine,  from  Russia  and 
from  the  far  corners  of  Greater  Russia  including  the  Caucasus 
and  Siberia.  Moreover,  students  came  from  beyond  these  bound- 
aries, even  from  across  the  Atlantic.  The  students,  after  spend- 
ing several  years  (and  some  spent  many  years)  in  the  Yeshivah 
returned  to  their  towns  or  settled  elsewhere,  carrying  the  very 
fragrance  and  spirit  of  their  Yeshivas  with  them.  That  wide- 
spread attraction  found  everywhere,  attraction  to  the  love  of 
Torah  and  a yearning  for  the  spirit  of  ancient  Israel — that  very 
attraction  which  led  the  students  to  the  Yeshivah  in  the  first 
place — enabled  young  scholars  returning  to  their  birthplace  to 
wield  influence,  and  lay  the  groundwork  for  their  Torah- 
inspired,  community-minded  efforts. 

Those  attracted  to  the  Yeshivas  were  mostly  gifted  and 
spirited  students.  Some  were  sent  by  their  parents,  some  came 
voluntarily  out  of  personal  longing,  even  against  the  wishes 
of  their  parents.  Many  of  the  new  arrivals  were  already 
mature  pupils.  They  had  studied  at  Yeshivas  of  lesser  size 
and  renown,  including  such  distinguished  schools  as  Maltz 
and  Slutzk,  which  were  administered  by  leading  Torah  authori- 
ties and  outstanding  personalities.  Thus  the  [Lithuanian] 
Yeshivas,  from  the  very  start,  housed  a large  group  of  students 
gifted  in  intellect  or  in  spirit.  It  is  no  wonder,  then,  that  so 
many  distinguished  personalities  were  graduates  of  these 
schools.  They  include  scientists,  administrators,  writers,  poets, 
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revolutionaries,  and  politicians;  some  remained  faithful  to 
Torah  and  Jewish  practice,  others  abandoned  them.  Needless  to 
say,  many  rabbis  and  Jewish  scholars  were  also  among  the 
graduates  of  the  Yeshivas. 

But  having  been  gifted  to  start  with  is  less  significant  than 
a second  factor  [which  may  account  for  the  success  of  the 
students]:  the  intellectual  training  they  received  in  the  course 
of  their  studies.  It  was  the  nourishment  and  vitality  which 
they  absorbed  while  studying  in  the  school;  the  modest  culture, 
deep  and  fine,  which  enriched  their  spirit  and  left  an  imprint, 
inward  and  outward,  on  their  personality;  it  was  the  serious- 
ness and  deliberation,  the  yearning  for  good  and  for  perfec- 
tion; the  inner  strength  and  self-sacrifice  surrounding  them 
while  in  the  Torah  environment;  all  these  factors  contributed 
in  good  measure  to  their  worldly  success.  This,  despite  the  fact 
that  some  of  them  did  not  recognize  the  hidden  light  which 
they  themselves  possessed. 


ii 

These  students,  who  poured  into  the  Yeshivah  from  near 
and  far,  what  were  they  seeking?  And  what  was  the  Yeshivah 
seeking  to  give  them?  Did  the  students  undertake  to  complete 
their  course  work  at  the  Yeshivah  in  order  to  become  rabbis, 
like  graduates  of  rabbinical  schools  in  the  West?  Doubtless, 
some  had  this  motive,  but  they  were  few  in  number  and 
did  not  shape  the  character  of  the  school.  This  was  neither 
the  motive  of  the  Yeshivah,  nor  was  its  educational  system 
directed  toward  this  end.  Thus,  for  example,  Yoreh  Deah ,2 
the  study  of  which  was  a prime  requisite  for  the  rabbinate, 
was  never  taught  in  the  Lithuanian  Yeshivas,  nor  were  any 
of  the  later  halachic  authorities  studied  for  the  sake  of  know- 
ing the  practical  application  of  the  halachah.  It  is  evident, 
then,  that  the  “rabbinic  diploma  in  the  pocket”  which  Bialik’s 
matmid  dreamt  about  during  the  last  years  of  the  Volozhin 
Yeshivah  was  not  what  the  student  of  Slabodka,  Radin,  etc., 
dreamed  about.  If,  after  having  spent  many  years  of  study  and 
companionship  with  his  friends  and  teachers,  a Yeshivah 
student  decided  to  enter  the  rabbinate,  he  would  leave  the 
Yeshivah  and  devote  himself  for  several  months  to  those 
“technical  studies”  necessary  for  his  profession.  Slabodka 
students  used  to  say:  If  you  see  a student  devoting  himself 
to  the  study  of  Yoreh  Deah,  or  to  the  chapter  of  the  talmudic 
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treatise  Hull  in,  beginning  with  the  words  “These  are  con- 
sidered trefah,  or  to  Eben  Ha-Ezer ,3  and  if  he  prepares 
himself  for  ordination  from  the  very  start,  you  can  be  certain 
that  he  is  neither  gifted  nor  knowledgeable  in  Torah.  Although 
many  graduates  later  became  rabbis,  and  even  though  the 
Yeshivah  considered  the  preparation  of  qualified  rabbis  among 
its  goals,  the  period  spent  studying  in  the  Yeshivah  was  not 
considered  the  proper  time  and  place  for  those  disciplines 
dealing  directly  with  practical  halachah.  If  one  was  steeped 
in  Torah,  and  sought  an  appointment,  either  because  he  was 
inclined  to  the  rabbinate  or  because  circumstances  left  him 
no  choice,  then  only  would  he  take  leave  and  prepare  himself 
for  his  vocation.  The  Yeshivah  per  se  neither  served  as,  nor 
was  it  considered,  a school  for  the  training  of  rabbis. 

It  was  also  not  a school  where  one  mastered  all  of  rabbinic 
literature.  In  practice,  only  six  or  seven  talmudic  tractates 
(from  the  Orders  of  Nashim  and  Nezikin ) were  studied  in 
the  Lithuanian  Yeshivas.  The  deans  of  the  Yeshivas  lectured 
on  those  tractates,  and  the  students  studied  and  reviewed  them 
together  with  the  standard  commentators  who  offered  novel 
interpretations  of  the  texts  and  elucidated  them.  Few  students, 
and  usually  the  older  ones,  devoted  themselves  to  the  study 
of  the  Orders  of  Moed,  Kodashim,  and  Toharoth.  (The 
Yeshiva  of  Radin  was  unique  in  this  respect.  The  Hafetz 
Hayyim 4 encouraged  several  students  to  study  Kodashim 
because  the  Messiah  might  appear  at  any  moment.  It  was 
necessary,  therefore,  to  have  beforehand  scholars  proficient 
m the  laws  pertaining  to  the  Temple  service.)  Even  in  the 
tractates  studied,  students  were  never  seriously  tested.  Once 
or  twice  a year  the  student  visited  the  dean  at  his  home  and 
discussed  aspects  of  the  Torah  with  him,  much  like  two 
companions  debating  a legal  problem  among  themselves. 
This  sufficed  for  a test. 

The  general  intent  of  the  Yeshivah  was  to  open  the  gates 
of  Torah  to  the  entering  scholar  and  induct  him  into  its 
world  by  means  of  study;  to  train  the  student,  in  other  words, 
to  think  and  make  the  proper  distinctions,  to  concentrate  on 
Torah  in  order  rightly  to  extract  its  truths  and  essence.  No 
time  limit  was  imposed  upon  the  student  either  at  the  be- 
ginning or  the  end.  One  never  completes  his  studies,  and 
one  is  never  a beginner.  As  soon  as  the  student  enters  the 
Yeshivah  he  becomes  a haber,  a Fellow,  and  studies  by  him- 
self and  is  responsible  for  his  studies  only  to  himself.  No  one 
trains  him  personally;  he  trains  himself.  (Exceptions  to  the 
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rule  were  the  Yeshivas  of  Telshe  and  Lida:  they  established 
a graduate  system  of  lectures,  each  lecture-level  being  at- 
tended for  two  years.)  The  only  official  restriction  is  that 
he  remain  within  the  confines  of  the  accepted  methods  of 
study.  Nevertheless,  if  he  breaks  new  ground,  or  follows  the 
path  of  a former  teacher,  he  will  not  be  reprimanded.  It  is 
assumed  that  a haber  will  not  falter;  and  even  if  he  does,  he 
will  correct  himself.  The  dean’s  method  of  study  serves  as  a 
model  for  the  student.  He  lectures  once  or  twice  a week  and 
is  prepared  to  lead  those  who  so  desire  into  the  inner  cham- 
bers of  his  approach  to  Torah.  He  will  always  find  time  for 
those  who  wish  it.  A second  line  of  defense  against  the  pos- 
sibility of  a student  faltering  is  the  communal  approach  to 
study,  embracing  all  the  haberim  in  the  Yeshivah.  Thus,  from 
the  very  beginning,  the  methods  of  study  and  investigation  of 
each  Yeshivah  student  are  interwoven  with  those  of  his  fellow 
students. 

Such  was  the  independence  proffered  to  the  Yeshivah  stu- 
dent during  his  entire  stay  in  the  Yeshivah.  Although  it  could 
have  led  to  harm  and  loss,  it  appears  that  its  benefits  out- 
weighed its  defects.  The  same  independence  aided  and  im- 
pelled a student  to  marshal  his  powers,  to  strengthen  his 
spirit,  and  educate  himself  by  means  of  self-criticism.  This 
accounts  for  the  unique  personality  developed  within  the 
walls  of  the  Yeshivah,  above  and  beyond  that  developed  at 
other  schools.  But  in  order  to  counteract  the  evils  and  dangers 
threatening  the  Yeshivah  student,  which  might  cause  him  to 
err  or  to  misspend  his  spiritual  energies,  he  was  provided  with 
an  antidote:  fellowship.  He  was  grouped  together  with  other 
students  of  the  same  age  and  similar  capabilities.  These 
groups,  sometimes  called  vaadim  [committees],  were  convoked 
by  the  Yeshivah  students  themselves.  At  their  sessions,  the 
students  aided  each  other  in  their  quest  for  the  proper  ap- 
proach to  a novel  Torah  interpretation.  This  provided  them 
with  an  opportunity  for  group  study,  and  at  the  same  time 
served  as  a medium  for  self-expression  and  critical  analysis. 
Such  activities  insured  that  the  basic  goal  of  the  Yeshivah 
student  would  be  realized : development  of  the  man  of  Torah. 


iii 

What  were  the  methods  of  study  and  instruction?  In  the 
Lithuanian  Yeshivas,  one  finds  a combination  of  the  plain- 
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sense  approach  to  study  and  the  pilpul  method  of  study. 
Nor  can  these  two  strands  be  entirely  separated  from  each 
other.  Of  most  importance  to  the  Torah  student  was  the 
attempt  on  his  part,  from  his  very  first  days  of  study,  to 
provide  a novel  halachic  interpretation.  (An  exception  to  the 
rule  are  those  few  assiduous  students  who  study  Torah  by 
covering  as  much  ground  as  possible  rather  than  by  suggesting 
new  interpretations.) 

The  pilpul  heard  in  the  Lithuanian  Yeshivas  was  unique; 
it  was  superior  to  the  pilpul  heard  elsewhere,  and  to  that  which 
was  in  vogue  in  Yeshivas  until  the  nineteenth  century.  It  did 
not  abound  with  ad  hoc  pedantries  invented  on  the  spur  of 
the  moment  in  order  to  solve  a problem,  such  as  were  common 
in  Poland  (cf.  Maharsha’s  5 frequent  “it  is  possible  to  answer 
. . . and  the  like) . At  the  other  extreme,  one  does  not  find 
here  those  farfetched  and  artificial  combinations  of  texts 
claimed  to  be  related  to  each  other  under  a single  principle, 
such  as  one  finds  in  the  pilpulim  usually  presented  at  the 
conclusion  of  each  tractate.  The  pilpulistic  method  of  study 
commonly  used  in  the  Lithuanian  Yeshivas  consisted  of  a 
classification  of  halachic  terms  and  an  analysis  of  their  funda- 
mental characteristics.  This  was  necessary  to  distinguish  be- 
tween texts  which  appeared  to  be  similar  but  were,  in  fact, 
contradictory.  It  also  enabled  the  student  to  analyze  various 
details  of  many  scattered  and  complex  halachas,  to  join  them 
together  and  establish  general  rules.  The  first  trend — i.e.,  the 
analytic  approach — was  especially  espoused  by  Hayyim  Solo- 
veichik  [1853—1919]  6 of  the  Lithuanian  city  of  Brisk,  when 
he  taught  at  Volozhin.  In  general,  the  analytic  approach 
reigned  supreme  in  the  Lithuanian  Yeshivas,  and  in  some  of 
them  was  overdone  to  a point  where  the  ground  was  pulled 
out  from  under  one’s  feet.  In  contrast,  some  Yeshivas  de- 
veloped the  synthetic  and  structural  approach,  stressing  thereby 
the  importance  of  valid  systematic  thought.  Thus  the  pilpul 
system  combines  both  analytic  and  synthetic  approaches. 
Indeed,  one  finds  the  use  of  fine  distinctions  and  legitimate 
parallels  in  many  novel  halachic  interpretations,  which  serve 
to  highlight  the  fundamental  truths  and  the  very  spirit  of  the 
halachah.  It  was  precisely  because  pilpul  is  a process  com- 
bining logical  analysis  with  systematic  synthesis  that  the 
Orders  of  Nezikin  and  Nashim  were  selected  for  study  in  the 
Yeshivas.  They  contain  juridical  elements  of  the  Talmud 
(such  as  the  laws  pertaining  to  monetary  payments  and 
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family  law);  it  is  well  known  that  graduates  of  Lithuanian 
Yeshivas  were  especially  adept  in  juridical  and  logical  thought. 
That  the  Yeshivah  students  used  straightforward  thought  and 
logical  analysis  is  further  proven  by  the  fact  that  for  the 
most  part  they  studied  the  earlier  commentators,  and  only 
those  later  commentators  noted  for  their  perspicacity,  depth, 
and  lucidity  in  the  use  of  the  approaches  discussed  above, 
the  author7  of  Qetzoth  Ha-Hoshen  and  Abney  Milluim,  and 
others  such. 

Nevertheless,  it  is  still  pilpul.  Most  important:  the  measuring 
rod  of  objective  truth  is  lacking.  So  too,  that  most  precise 
element  of  the  mind — the  desire  to  recognize  the  truth.  It 
is  clear,  then,  that  even  this  pilpul  flutters  in  the  air  with  few 
controls  of  any  significance.  It  lacks  the  ability  to  create 
anything  wholesome  or  lasting.  R.  Israel  of  Salant  [1810— 
1883]  8 faced  this  problem  and  was  greatly  perplexed.  Truth 
and  pilpul:  was  it  possible  to  harmonize  them?  If  not,  which 
took  precedence?  He  finally  concluded  not  to  reject  pilpul 
but  only  on  the  condition  that  one  had  completed  “the  purifi- 
cation of  his  spiritual  powers”  so  that  his  thoughts  could  not 
be  influenced  or  perverted.  This  purification,  according  to 
R.  Israel  of  Salant,  was  the  equivalent  of  the  “critical  under- 
standing” of  the  philosophers.  It  would  appear  that  Salanter’s 
notion  did  in  fact  contribute  in  some  measure  to  the  refinement 
of  pilpul,  and  to  its  lasting  and  oritical  value. 


iv 

We  now  turn  to  different  types  of  Musar  in  the  Lithuanian 
Yeshivas.  Our  description  of  the  Lithuanian  Yeshivas  would 
be  inadequate  if  we  failed  to  describe  an  element  introduced 
into  the  Yeshivas  during  the  last  fifty  years  of  their  existence — 
the  world  of  Torah-ethics.  First  it  appeared  in  a few  of  them, 
such  as  Knesseth  Yisrael  of  Slabqdka,  and  later  in  others  as 
well,  such  as  Mir  and  Telshe,  in  the  latter  only  in  small 
measure,  due  to  opposition  on  the  part  of  most  of  the  Yeshivah 
students.  We  call  it  Torah-ethics — though  the  two  words  by 
themselves  do  not  form  a well-turned  phrase — because  the 
words  do  stand  for  first,  the  final  phase  of  the  Musar  move- 
ment in  Lithuania;  and  second,  the  primary  goal  of  those  who 
introduced  Musar  into  the  Yeshivas.  For  the  sake  of  Musar, 
they  fought  a difficult  battle  until  they  succeeded  in  achieving 
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their  goals.  It  is  well  known  that  the  Musar  movement  in 
Lithuania  owed  its  beginnings  to  the  personality  and  efforts 
of  R.  Israel  Salanter.  This  great  man  and  unique  character 
urged  each  Jew  during  the  forties  of  the  nineteenth  century 
to  probe  deeply  into  his  own  thought  and  to  strengthen  his 
spirit,  in  order  to  refine  his  religious  and  ethical  behavior. 
R.  Israel  of  Salant  realized  that  successive  generations  were 
growing  less  sensitive  to  religious  feeling,  that  Jews  were 
losing  their  spiritual  wholesomeness.  He  therefore  announced 
that  it  was  incumbent  upon  all  to  study  Musar  and  to  educate 
themselves  by  practicing  it,  to  bring  out  their  religious-ethical 
sense,  strengthen  their  spirit,  and  refine  their  manners  and 
everyday  behavior.  The  Musar  of  R.  Israel  Salanter  encom- 
passed two  areas:  religious  (between  man  and  God)  and 
ethical  (between  man  and  man) . He  established  centers  for 
Musar  in  several  Lithuanian  communities.  He  gathered  about 
him  ardent  pupils  and  taught  them  orally  and  in  writing  how 
to  study,  teach,  and  practice  the  Musar  doctrine  of  striving 
for  perfection.  There  is  support  for  the  theory  that  at  least 
one  reason  for  the  founding  of  this  movement  was  the  spread 
of  the  Haskalah  influence,  which  in  those  days  was  supported 
and  administered  by  the  government  and  its  representative. 
Dr.  Lilienthal  (1815— 1882].9  R.  Israel  Salanter  undertook 
to  fight  against  the  dangers  of  assimilation  and  the  abandon- 
ment of  the  yoke  of  Torah  and  religion,  all  of  which  he  saw 
in  Haskalah.  To  counteract  such  dangers,  he  proposed  the 
elixir  of  life:  Musar.  We  may  safely  assume,  however,  that 
also  the  very  factors  which  enabled  the  Haskalah  to  spread — 
the  impoverished  life  and  thought,  the  empty  surroundings  and 
the  void  that  made  up  a Jew’s  world — caused  R.  Israel  to 
realize  that  a renewal  of  the  spirit,  a deepening  of  the  spiritual 
world  of  the  religious  Jew,  was  necessary.  (R.  Israel  was  in 
part  sympathetic  to  enlightenment  and  science.  He  was  himself 
about  to  be  appointed  dean  of  the  rabbinical  seminary  es- 
tablished by  the  government  in  Vilna.  But  he  refused  the 
appointment  and  left  the  country  for  Germany,  where  he 
urged  that  Talmud  be  taught  in  the  universities  as  part  of  and 
together  with  the  other  humanities.) 

R.  Israel  Salanter’s  bold  and  persistent  efforts  to  disseminate 
Musar  were  effective  mostly  among  lay  Jews.  In  his  time, 
no  one  protested  against  the  Musar  movement.  After  his 
death,  one  of  his  pupils  of  long  standing,  R.  Isaac  Blazer — 
i.e.,  R.  Itzele  Peterburger  [1836-1907] 10 — introduced  the 
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study  of  Musar  into  the  Kollel  Perushim  Academy  of  Kovno, 
which  had  just  been  founded,  and  by  so  doing,  showed  that 
Musar  was  on  a par  with  Talmud  as  a legitimate  Torah  dis- 
cipline, which  all  serious  students  must  study  in  depth.  This 
act  initiated  a bitter  dispute  among  the  rabbis,  many  of 
whom  openly  denounced  and  condemned  the  Musar  en- 
thusiasts who  came  “to  crowd  the  feet  of  the  Torah”:  Do 
you  intend  to  assault  the  Queen  in  my  presence  etc.  (Esther 
7:8).  That  stiff  dispute  ended  with  the  victory  of  the  Musar  en- 
thusiasts. But  the  stiffening  [of  the  Musar  enthusiasts  in  the 
face  of  opposition]  brought  about  several  strange  phenomena 
which  the  Maskilim  too,  and  other  writers,  used  as  an  excuse 
to  dismiss  the  Musar  movement  in  toto.  They  did  not  dis- 
tinguish between  specific  and  general,  between  the  essential 
and  the  unessential,  between  the  stalk  and  fruit;  nor  did  they 
realize  that  when  Musar  would  finally  enter  the  Yeshivas,  it 
would  be  in  the  diluted  form  which  finally  characterized  it. 

The  introduction  of  Musar  into  the  Yeshivah  underscored 
a bitterly  contested  principle:  the  inclusion  of  Musar  study 
in  the  Torah  curriculum.  Three  aspects  are  to  be  considered: 

A)  Just  as  Torah  represents  wisdom,  deep  and  great  and 
without  end,  so  too  ethical  reflection  on  refining  the  soul 
and  on  good  deeds  toward  God  and  man  represents  wisdom 
without  end. 

B)  Just  as  Torah  study  is  regulated  and  public,  so  too  Musar 
study.  It  was  not  intended  only  for  private  study,  and  at  that 
for  only  a brief  moment.  Together,  all  members  of  the  Torah 
community  must  study  it,  publicly  and  in  private. 

C)  Just  as  the  Torah  consists  of  fixed  halachas  incumbent 
upon  all,  whose  minutiae  must  be  carefully  examined  and 
the  least  important  treated  like  the  most  important,  so  too  the 
rules  of  Musar  are  not  mere  resolutions,  but  obligatory  and 
fixed  regulations  with  no  differentiation  between  the  lesser 
and  the  greater. 

Let  us  examine,  then,  a sampling  of  the  Musar  form  as  it 
appeared  in  the  Yeshivas,  and  some  of  its  fundamental  prin- 
ciples. But  before  doing  so,  we  ought  to  make  the  following 
distinctions: 

A.  With  regard  to  its  nature,  there  are  three  primary  forms 
of  Musar:  1)  the  Novogrudikian  Musar  may  be  termed  the 
Musar  of  abstinence,  the  abstinence  preached  by  the  Cynic  (of 
antiquity).  It  connotes  a total  aloofness  from  the  world  and 
society,  and  the  suspension  of  all  rules  of  etiquette  and 
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manners  customary  among  men.  One  factor  determining  the 
nature  of  this  type  of  Musar  is  antisociality,  or  if  you  prefer, 
anticultural  sentiment.  It  is,  on  the  other  hand,  also  possible 
to  call  this  Musar  ecstatic  Musar,  characterized  by  enthusiasm 
and  strength;  this  enthusiasm  and  this  strength  enabled  these 
remarkable  Musar  enthusiasts  to  enter  Soviet  Russian  towns 
during  the  frightening  period  of  Communist-military  rule,  at 
the  risk  of  their  lives.  They  saved  thousands  of  Jewish  children 
and  youngsters  from  assimilating,  instilling  into  their  hearts  a 
fiery  spirit  and  a yearning  to  offer  their  lives  for  the  sanctifi- 
cation of  Judaism  and  the  sanctification  of  His  name.  2)  The 
rigoristic-popular  Musar  of  fear.  This  form,  inherited  from 
earlier  generations  and  containing  both  rigoristic  and  popular 
elements,  is  found  with  an  element  of  fear,  in  small  or  large 
measure,  in  all  branches  of  the  Musar  movement.  It  appeared 
in  a concentrated  state  in  the  Radin  Yeshivah,  especially  with 
its  rigoristic-popular  element.  The  leading  spokesman  for 
this  form  was  the  author  of  the  Hafetz  Hayyim,  a saint  who 
was  the  model  of  piety  and  fear  of  God  representative  of 
folk-Judaism.  3)  The  third  form,  Slabodkan  Musar,  spread 
to  the  Mir  and  other  Yeshivas.  Here,  briefly,  we  shall  speak 
only  of  this  form,  for  it  was  central  and  regnant  in  the 
Lithuanian  Yeshivas. 

B.  Although  Musar  encompasses  two  distinct  areas,  religion 
and  ethics,  when  the  two  are  combined  the  ethical  element 
is  the  primary  force  and  influences  the  realm  of  religion.  The 
penetration  of  ethical  Musar  into  the  relationship  between 
man  and  God  was  a theme  of  the  living  Torah  of  the  founder 
of  the  Musar  movement,  R.  Israel  of  Salant.  Many  tales 
related  about  him  testify  to  this,  such  as  the  two  that  follow. 
It  happened  once  that  R.  Israel  left  his  home  shortly  before 
Yom  Kippur  eve  in  order  to  attend  the  Kol  Nidre  service  at 
the  synagogue.  On  the  way,  he  heard  the  cries  of  a child 
coming  from  one  of  the  shuttered  homes.  R.  Israel  entered  and 
saw  a baby  in  its  crib,  and  its  little  sister  sleeping  in  a nearby 
bed.  The  scholar  sat  down  beside  the  crib  and  began  singing 
a lullaby  to  soothe  the  baby.  He  sat  and  played  with  the  baby 
for  a long  time,  until  the  prayers  were  completed  and  he  saw 
the  crowd  leaving  the  synagogue.  On  another  occasion,  it 
happened  that  R.  Israel  was  invited  to  a meal  at  a Jewish  home. 
On  his  way  in,  he  noticed  an  exhausted  maid  carrying  in  the 
pails  of  water  necessary  for  the  household.  After  he  entered, 
the  guests  rose  for  the  ritual  handwashing  before  the  meal. 
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They  washed  their  hands  up  to  their  wrists,  as  is  expected 
of  pious  Jews.  R.  Israel  washed  only  his  fingers  [i.e.,  the  bare 
minimum  required  by  the  law].  They  were  astounded  by  this 
righteous  man  who,  it  seemed,  treated  lighdy  the  washing 
of  the  hands.  They  asked:  Rabbi,  why  did  you  not  observe 
this  commandment  in  its  most  proper  manner?  He  replied: 
I shall  not  observe  a commandment  in  its  most  proper  man- 
ner at  the  expense  of  the  physical  labor  of  others. 

C.  Although  deep  study  and  meditation  are  integral  elements 
of  Musar,  and  on  occasion  lead  to  reflection  on  weighty 
problems  of  the  religious  philosophy  of  the  Middle  Ages,  and 
at  other  times  even  touch  upon  the  secrets  of  the  Kabbalah, 
the  primary  concern  of  Musar  is  a reflection  on  immediate 
living,  on  practice,  and  on  behavior.  Thus,  one  should  not 
expect  a fully  worked  out  system  of  thought,  a harmonious 
philosophical  system  with  well  defined  principles.  Indeed, 
there  are  no  dogmas  in  the  Musar  system.  The  primary  pur- 
pose of  Musar  was  to  enable  man  to  make  use  of  his  thought 
processes,  to  gain  insight  into  his  own  mind  so  that  he  could 
improve  himself  and  remember  the  concepts  necessary  for  a 
man  to  sustain  his  spiritual  and  everyday  well-being.  (Once 
again  we  note  that  independence  which  characterized  the 
Lithuanian  method  of  Torah  instruction.)  It  is  therefore 
extremely  difficult  to  isolate  the  fundamentals  of  Musar  and 
present  them  as  fixed  rules.  One  who  undertakes  to  present 
such  rules  will  fall  victim  to  his  own  subjective  views.  At 
best,  whatever  we  say  regarding  this  topic  is  said  with  reser- 
vations and  in  the  briefest  outline  form. 


v 


The  fundamental  principle  of  Musar  and  the  basic  rule 
which  it  injected  into  the  religious  thought  of  Torah  is:  know 
thyself  (yv<59i  oocut6v).  If  you  set  off  for  distant  worlds, 
however  great  they  may  be,  or  if  you  set  off  to  explore  the 
external  and  transitory  expanses  of  your  life’s  domain,  you 
neglect  your  own  powerful  and  true  world.  Your  soul  is  the 
source  of  the  abundance  and  the  eternity  of  your  life,  i.e., 
the  life  of  man,  and  is  its  seat  of  holiness.  Were  we  to  seek 
support  from  a farfetched  parallel,  we  might  point  to  the 
famous  example  of  Socrates:  here  we  see  what  revolutionary 
potential  (on  a small  scale)  resides  in  this  motto.  All  the 
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rays  of  light  which  once  would  emanate,  then  separate  and 
disappear  amid  the  many  roads  of  Torah  meditation,  of 
religion,  and  of  Jewish  practice,  now  found  their  great  and 
single  point  of  convergence,  the  point  of  depth.  (This  funda- 
mental concept  may  very  likely  have  been  introduced,  perhaps 
without  realizing  it,  to  counteract  the  Haskalah,  which  con- 
cerned itself  with  cultural  and  external  spiritual  matters.) 
Moreover,  Torah  and  man  are  one.  By  recognizing  his  world, 
by  recognizing  the  powers  of  his  soul,  together  with  the 
means  of  intensifying  them  and  revealing  them,  man  recog- 
nizes the  Torah.  For  the  Torah  is  part  of  the  natural  rules 
of  life  and  manifests  the  powers  of  the  soul  of  mankind. 

The  study  of  man,  however,  is  a great  and  complex  science. 
Like  the  Torah  itself,  it  has  no  end.  It  begins  by  exposing 
the  fundamental  elements  that  rest  in  the  depths  of  the  mind. 
This  is  followed  by  an  analysis  of  the  different  ingredients 
of  the  soul,  to  learn  what  they  are,  where  they  originate,  and 
their  characteristics.  This  is  done  in  order  to  evaluate  each 
ingredient  and  establish  its  goals  (the  good  and  the  evil,  the 
revealed  and  the  hidden,  all  having  been  mixed  together). 
Thirdly,  the  secret  must  be  explored  of  the  struggle  and 
intermingling  of  the  great  elements  of  the  soul:  the  thoughts, 
inclinations,  desires,  and  overt  longings.  In  contrast  to  these 
are  the  hidden  desires  not  readily  recognized,  whose  power 
succeeds  in  secret  ways.  And  more:  the  subservience  of 
thought  to  continuous  perseverance — a quality  in  itself  com- 
mendable— as  well  as  the  chaining  of  thought  to  the  mech- 
anisms which  govern  its  world;  in  short,  a reflection  on  the 
world  of  man’s  soul  in  order  to  attain  freedom  of  thought. 
Another  aspect,  one  more  rich  and  extremely  difficult  dis- 
cipline, is  the  ability  to  discern,  the  implantation  of  that 
ability  in  the  mind.  For  thought  in  itself  is  not  complete 
without  excitement,  without  being  stirred  up  by  emotion. 
(As  for  these  two  aspects,  it  is  not  enough  to  recognize  the 
general  human  predicament.  A man  must  probe  to  understand 
the  uniqueness  of  his  personal  world.  He  does  this  by  con- 
tinually reflecting  on  his  internal  and  external  impressions, 
whether  significant  or  insignificant.)  From  this  emerges  the 
ultimate  probe:  How  are  we  to  awaken  the  mind,  to  absorb 
and  revive  the  process  of  thought-perception?  Finally,  what 
is  the  perfect  deed  which  might  complement  and  fulfill  desires 
expressed  by  the  soul? — the  soul’s  desires  representing  the 
autonomous,  absolute  value  of  the  deed. 
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Musar  is  founded  upon  the  cognizance  of  man’s  worth. 
There  are  two  aspects  to  this  cognizance.  The  first  is  sub- 
jective. Man  views  his  personal  world,  and  experiences  its 
positive  content.  You  have  made  him  but  little  lower  than  the 
angels  (Psalms  8:6).  This  thought  serves  as  a protective  shield 
against  degeneration,  backsliding,  submission  to  evil  incli- 
nation. I am  ashamed  and  blush”  because  of  sin  and  stain; 
they  desecrate  man’s  greatness  and  holiness.  Such  notions  stir 
up  powerful  longings  for  perfection  and  purity.  Just  so,  the 
subjective  aspect  also  serves  the  area  “between  man  and 
God.  The  second  aspect  is  objective.  Man’s  greatness  and 
dignity  require  that  he  and  his  world  not  be  harmed.  They 
further  require  that  men  love  each  other  and  long  to  attach 
themselves  to  each  other.  He  of  whom  it  was  said  that  “the 
angels  wished  to  sing  praise  before  him”  is  worthy  of  being 
loved  as  one  would,  so  to  speak,  love  God.  Moreover,  a good 
deed,  however  small,  on  behalf  of  mankind,  is  equal  to  all  the 
commandments  of  the  Torah.  Nor  is  there  any  distinction 
between  one  man  or  another,  whether  he  be  important  or 
unimportant,  righteous  or  wicked.  Men  never  lose  their  essence, 
their  hidden  character.  They  bear  sins  or  elements  of  decay 
only  when  their  manly  character  is  hidden,  never  because  it 
is  defective.  This  concept  includes  the  notion  of  trust  in  man. 
Since  man  can  never  destroy  any  part  of  his  world,  it  is 
evident  that  sin  and  slackening  are  nothing  more  than  the 
products  of  the  weakened  sinner’s  imagination.  Furthermore, 
an  eternal  light  always  flickers  in  men’s  hearts  and  deeds, 
even  when  they  are  rooted  in  sin  and  in  a state  of  decline. 
The  trouble  lies  in  the  fact  that  men  are  sometimes  blind, 
especially  when  it  comes  to  themselves.  Thence  is  derived  the 
optimism  and  joy  which  characterize  the  world  of  Musar 
thought;  and  this  despite  the  fact  that  a distant  onlooker 
sees  only  its  sadder,  serious  aspects. 

The  approach  was  responsible  for  creation  of  what  may 
conditionally  be  termed  the  humanism  of  Musar,  and  con- 
tributed to  the  Torah  student’s  “cultural”  attachment  to 
society  (there  never  was  any  actual  attachment).  Etiquette, 
manners,  and  proper  behavior  are  important  ingredients  of 
Musar.  This  may  account  for  characteristic  virtues  of  the 
students  of  Slabodka,  Mir,  and  similar  Yeshivas:  the  calm 
patience,  a refusal  to  engage  in  improprieties  against  oppo- 
nents (while  at  the  same  time  inwardly  strengthening  one’s 
resolve),  rejection  of  the  rabbinical  frock  as  an  outer  garment. 
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being  amenable  to  obey  orders  when  necessary,  and  the 
ability  to  understand  others. 

A man’s  life  is  like  a ladder  with  an  infinite  number  of 
rungs.  The  gradations  and  plateaus  which  R.  Moshe  Hayyim 
Luzzatto  [1707—1747] 11  described  in  his  Mesillath  Yesharim 
(whose  approach  is  based  on  the  teaching  of  R.  Pinhas  B. 
Yair,  quoted  at  the  end  of  tractate  Sotah)  are  but  a schematic 
diagram,  used  merely  as  an  example.  In  truth,  the  gradations 
can  be  multiplied  and  increased  without  end.  We  thus  con- 
front a chain  bound  upward,  seemingly  without  end.  Even 
these  few  rules,  and  the  very  ways  of  perfection,  are  without 
end.  Man  may  discover,  indeed  is  obligated  to  discover,  his 
own  courses,  so  long  as  they  lead  upward.  The  upward  move- 
ment has  no  end.  Absolute  and  continuous  progress — this  is 
the  way  of  Musar.  He  who  does  not  move  upward,  must 
against  his  will  move  downward.  There  is  no  standing  still 
in  this  world.  Even  the  state  of  being  frozen,  of  contraction, 
does  not  exist.  Nothing  is  merely  “permitted”  in  this  world. 
Either  it  is  a duty  or  it  is  forbidden.  “There  is  no  place  where 
He  is  not” — the  entire  expanse  of  life,  whether  in  thought 
or  deed,  folds  together  to  serve  as  a stage  for  the  whole  man 
(for  every  man  at  every  moment;  perfection  is  not  a matter  of 
the  future.  Always  strive  for  the  maximum). 

The  way  of  perfection  develops  until  it  culminates  in 
thought.  Thought  is  the  first  of  all  beginnings  and  the  highest 
of  all  heights.  The  concepts  men  think  about  come  from 
their  own  resources,  not  from  divine  illumination.  They  are 
neither  privilege  nor  generous  gift.  “Prepare  yourself  in  the 
vestibule  so  that  you  may  enter  the  banquet  hall”  (Aboth 
IV:  16)  does  not  mean  that  if  you  become  increasingly 
righteous,  you  merit  reward.  It  means  that  “the  future  world 
is  really  this  spiritual  one,  this  very  world  which  man  has 
created  for  himself.” 

But  the  improvement  of  thought  occurs  only  in  the  mind, 
and  thought  itself  is  dependent  upon  the  mind.  Thus,  the 
source  of  perfect  thought  is  “awakening.”  This  comes  about 
in  many  ways.  Concentration,  excitement,  emotional  turbu- 
lence— these  are  one  way.  In  contrast  to  these,  are  the  ways 
of  attention,  of  absorption  of  the  whispers  of  the  world, 
and  silent  meditation.  (This  explains  why  one  could  encounter 
in  the  Yeshivah  heroes,  warriors,  and  subduers  of  the  evil 
inclination;  in  contrast  to  them,  one  could  see  dreamers — 
usually  of  few  words  and  much  splendor — and  thinkers  who 
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probed  the  depths  of  the  world’s  secrets;  and  one  could  further- 
more see  humble  students,  unblemished,  and  practicing  many 
good  deeds  of  friendship  and  love  of  man.  All  these  students 
were  united  under  one  banner  of  thought  and  life.) 

Here  was  a refuge  from  the  acute  tension  of  thought  and 
mind.  Sometimes  conceptions  can  successfully  be  conjured 
up  from  the  depths  of  silence,  even  from  the  revelations  of 
peaceful  beauty,  from  even  the  purest  pleasure. 

As  for  the  commandments,  one  rule  applies  to  all  com- 
mandments and  to  all  good  deeds:  “Any  defect  or  sparing 
of  oneself  is  a destruction  of  worlds”;  “Man’s  every  deed  is 
eternity.”  Our  rabbis  said:  There  are  three  commandments 
for  which  a man  must  allow  himself  to  be  killed  rather  than 
transgress  them.  But  the  halachah  states  that  in  every  aspect 
of  our  service  to  God  and  man,  we  must  be  prepared  to  lay 
down  our  lives.  The  meaning  of  the  rabbinic  injunction  that 
a man  “should  bear  his  friend’s  burden  along  with  him”  is: 
total  identification  wth  him.  If  a man  did  not  wholly  identify 
with  his  friend,  he  was  considered  among  the  shedders  of 
blood.  The  halachah,  therefore,  is  to  be,  as  it  were,  according 
to  Ben  Petora  [see  Baba  Metzia  62a],  who  ruled:  Two  men 
were  traveling  in  a wilderness  and  only  one  had  a flask  of 
water.  If  both  would  drink,  both  would  die;  if  one  would 
drink,  he  could  reach  inhabited  land.  It  is  better  that  both 
drink  and  die  rather  than  that  one  drink  and  watch  his  friend 
die.  pie  halachah  is  not  according  to  R.  Akiba,  who  ruled 
that  “your  life  takes  precedence  over  your  friend’s  life.” 

Once  again,  acute  tension.  But  it  is  counteracted  by  every 
shadow  of  a good  thought  in  the  mind  and  by  even  the 
slightest  manifestation  of  kindness,  the  central  point  of  the 
creation  of  the  world,  the  source  of  man’s  nourishment.  Such 
action  is  meritorious  and  a definite  commandment.  The  rabbis 
therefore  listed  [see  Hullin  92b]  among  the  three  command- 
ments which  Noahites  observe,  that,  though  they  eat  it,  they 
do  not  sell  carrion  in  the  meat  market,  nor  do  they  write  a 
marriage  contract  for  males.12  The  slightest  improvement, 
even  in  the  midst  of  the  worst  degeneration,  creates  worlds. 

Of  the  ideas,  the  perplexities,  and  the  solutions  of  Musar 
it  is  said  that  “its  owners  did  not  lay  claim  to  them  as  free- 
for-all  property,  nor  did  they  inherit  them  from  their  fathers.” 
Every  man,  small  or  great,  “from  his  heart  he  hewed  them, 
from  his  rock  he  hollowed  them  out.”  All  its  notions  are 
accompanied  by  strength  and  intense  striving,  and  songs  of 
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might  and  victory,  interwoven  with  dirges  of  failure.  From 
these  derive  the  depth  and  strength  of  the  profound  im- 
pression remaining  in  the  hearts  even  of  those  Yeshivah 
students  who  left  their  Yeshivas,  the  house  which  gave  them 
life.  But  the  great  tension,  the  powerful  desires,  and  the  need 
for  plentiful  nourishment  narrow  down  the  boundaries,  and 
sometimes  lead  to  a total  breakdown.  Some  powers  restrained, 
in  their  escape,  will  add  to  the  life  and  creativity  in  an  ex- 
panded world.  Other  powers  recoil,  are  repressed  and  perish 
on  the  roads  of  desolation.  But  be  that  as  it  may,  whether 
one  merits  paradise  or  whether  one  is  struck  down  by  the 
sling,  that  first  impression  formed  in  the  Yeshivah  protects 
forever,  and  permanently  resides  in  the  mind. 


Notes 


1.  Rabbi,  talmudist,  and  educator,  he  was  founder  of  the  Mizrahi 
branch  of  the  Zionist  movement.  Tr. 

2.  The  second  major  division  of  Jacob  Asheri’s  Turim  and  Joseph 
Karo’s  Shulhan  Aruk,  the  standard  codes  of  Jewish  law.  Tr. 

3.  'The  third  major  division  of  Jacob  Asheri’s  Turim  and  Joseph 
Karo’s  Shulhan  Aruk.  Tr. 

4.  R.  Israel  Meir  Ha-Kohen  (1838-1933),  dean  of  the  Radin  Ye- 
shivah, and  prolific  author,  was  popularly  referred  to  by  the  title  of  his 
legal-moralistic  work,  Hafetz  Hayyim  (cf.  Psalms  34: 13fT. ).  Tr. 

5.  R.  Samuel  Edels  (1555-1631),  Polish  rabbi,  and  author  of  Hid- 
dushey  Maharsha , novellae  on  the  Talmud.  Tr. 

6.  Rabbi  of  Brisk  and  author  of  novellae  on  Maimonides’  Code , his 
analytic  approach  to  talmudic  study  has  been  adopted  by  most  Yeshivas. 

7.  R.  Aryeh  Loeb  Ha-Kohen  of  Styria  (d.  1813).  The  two  works, 
commentaries  on  Karo’s  Shulhan  Aruk,  were  especially  popular  in  Lith- 
uanian Yeshivas.  Tr. 

8.  See  Louis  Ginzberg’s  essay  on  R.  Israel  Salanter  in  this  volume.  Ed. 

9.  German  rabbi  and  educator,  he  spent  five  unsuccessful  years  in 
Russia,  where  he  attempted  to  introduce  educational  reforms  into  Jewish 
schools.  He  emigrated  to  the  United  States,  where  he  was  active  in  the 
Reform  movement.  Tr. 

10.  Rabbi  of  St.  Petersburg  and  author  of  numerous  responsa,  he  was 
a founder  of  the  Slabodka  Yeshivah.  Tr. 

11.  Italian  kabbalist,  pietist,  and  poet.  Luzzatto’s  Mesillath  Yesharim 
is  an  ethical  treatise  popular  among  Musar  enthusiasts.  Tr. 

12.  The  rabbis  here  allude  to  homosexual  marriage.  See  Suetonius, 
Lives  of  the  Caesars,  Book  VI  (Nero),  Chapters  28  and  29.  Tr. 


19. 


Before  the  Kaddish: 

At  the  Funeral  of  Those  Who  Were  Killed 
in  the  Land  of  Israel 

by  S.  Y.  Agnon* 


When  a king  of  flesh  and  blood  goes  forth  to  war  against 
his  enemies,  he  leads  out  his  soldiers  to  slay  and  to  be  slain. 
It  is  hard  to  say,  does  he  love  his  soldiers,  doesn’t  he  love  his 
soldiers,  do  they  matter  to  him,  don’t  they  matter  to  him. 
But  even  if  they  do  matter  to  him,  they  are  as  good  as  dead, 
for  the  Angel  of  Death  is  close  upon  the  heels  of  everyone 
who  goes  off  to  war,  and  accompanies  him  only  to  slay  him. 
When  the  soldier  is  hit,  by  arrow  or  sword  or  saber  or  any  of 
the  other  kinds  of  destructive  weapons,  and  slain,  they  put 
another  man  in  his  place,  and  the  king  hardly  knows  that  some- 
one is  missing — for  the  population  of  the  nations  of  the  world 
is  big  and  their  troops  are  many.  If  one  man  is  slain,  the  king 
has  many  others  to  make  up  for  him. 

But  our  king,  the  King  of  kings  of  kings,  the  Holy  One, 
blessed  be  He,  is  a king  who  delights  in  life,  who  loves  peace 
and  pursues  peace,  and  loves  His  people  Israel,  and  He  chose 
us  from  among  all  the  nations:  not  because  we  are  a numerous 
folk  did  He  set  His  love  upon  us,  for  we  are  the  fewest  of 
all  people.  But  because  of  the  love  He  loves  us  with  and  we  are 
so  few,  each  and  every  one  of  us  matters  as  much  before  Him 
as  a whole  legion,  for  He  hasn’t  many  to  put  in  our  place. 
When  from  Israel  one  is  missing,  God  forbid,  a minishing 
takes  place  in  the  King’s  legions,  and  in  His  kingdom,  blessed 


* Translated  from  the  Hebrew  by  J.G. 

“Petihah  le-kaddish,”  from  The  Works  of  S.  Y.  Agnon,  vol.  X,  5th 
edition,  Tel- Aviv,  Israel,  Schocken  Books,  1959. 
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be  He,  there  is  a decline  of  strength,  as  it  were,  for  His 
kingdom  now  lacks  one  of  its  legions  and  His  grandeur, 
blessed  be  He,  has  been  diminished,  God  forbid. 

That  is  why  for  each  dead  person  in  Israel  we  recite  the 
prayer  “Magnified  and  sanctified  be  His  great  Name.”  Mag- 
nified be  the  power  of  the  Name  so  that  before  Him,  blessed 
be  He,  there  be  no  decline  of  strength;  and  sanctified  be  He 
in  all  the  worlds  which  He  created  according  to  His  will,  and 
not  for  ourselves  let  us  have  fear  but  for  the  superlative 
splendor  of  His  exalted  holiness.  May  He  establish  His 
sovereignty  so  that  His  kingdom  be  perfectly  revealed  and 
visible,  and  may  it  suffer  no  diminishing,  God  forbid.  In  our 
lifetime  and  in  your  days  and  in  the  lifetime  of  the  whole 
house  of  Israel  speedily  and  soon — for  if  His  sovereignty  is 
manifest  in  the  world,  there  is  peace  in  the  world  and  blessing 
in  the  world  and  song  in  the  world  and  a multitude  of  praises 
in  the  world  and  great  consolation  in  the  world,  and  the  holy 
ones,  Israel,  are  beloved  in  the  world  and  His  grandeur 
continues  to  grow  and  increase  and  never  diminishes. 

If  this  is  what  we  recite  in  prayer  over  any  who  die,  how 
much  the  more  over  our  beloved  and  sweet  brothers  and 
sisters,  the  dear  children  of  Zion,  those  killed  in  the  Land 
of  Israel,  whose  blood  was  shed  for  the  glory  of  His  blessed 
Name  and  for  His  people  and  His  land  and  His  heritage. 
And  what  is  more,  everyone  who  dwells  in  the  Land  of 
Israel  belongs  to  the  legion  of  the  King  of  kings  of  kings, 
the  Holy  One,  blessed  be  He,  whom  the  King  appointed 
watchman  of  His  palace.  When  one  of  His  legion  is  slain, 
He  has  no  others  as  it  were  to  put  in  his  place. 

Therefore,  brethren  of  the  whole  house  of  Israel,  all  you 
who  mourn  in  this  mourning,  let  us  fix  our  hearts  on  our 
Father  in  heaven,  Israel’s  king  and  redeemer,  and  let  us  pray 
for  ourselves  and  for  Him  too,  as  it  were:  Magnified  and 
sanctified  be  His  Great  Name  in  the  world  which  He  created 
as  He  willed.  May  He  establish  His  kingdom,  may  He  make 
His  deliverance  to  sprout  forth,  may  He  bring  nigh  His 
messiah,  and  so  to  the  end  of  the  whole  prayer.  May  we  be 
found  worthy  still  to  be  in  life  when  with  our  own  eyes  we 
may  behold  Him  who  makes  peace  in  His  high  places,  in  His 
compassion  making  peace  for  us  and  for  all  Israel,  Amen, 
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